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To Keri, whose love is patient.
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and Isaac, who know  

the Lord’s kindness.

To the members of Hope  

Lutheran Church, Aurora, Colorado,  

who delight in hearing the voice  

of the Good Shepherd.

This book is not mine. It is ours.



[Jesus said,] “Come to Me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will 
give you rest. Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle 
and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy, 
and My burden is light.”

—Matthew 11:28–30
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introduction

nose-blind 

When you are surrounded by a smell, you eventually go “nose-blind.” You 
stop smelling what those outside your environment can smell. Your nose starts 
to ignore those common everyday smells. Nose-blindness is the reason you can’t 
smell your house or yourself; it is the reason the pine-scented candle seems to lose 
strength as it gets closer to Christmas. Your brain has perceived the scent to be 
nonthreatening, which means there’s little need to pay close attention to it. Our 
noses adapt to the familiar smells. Over time, we become less sensitive to the odor, 
and before long, we smell nothing.

The same phenomenon happens with our hearing. People who live in the city 
stop hearing the sounds of the street, at least until they are camping in the woods, 
and then they can’t go to sleep because “it’s too quiet.” People who live by trains are 
so used to the sound that they rarely notice them passing by.

In a similar way, Christians in America have gone theologically nose-blind. 
There are theological thoughts and ideas that are always around us—so much so that 
we stop noticing them. We don’t smell them. We don’t hear them. They sink into the 
background and become an unnoticed part of the day-to-day environment we live 
in. But even when these theological ideas are unnoticed, they are still at work shaping 
the way we read and understand the Bible, shaping the way we pray and worship, 
informing our understanding of God and the world and our place in it.

American Christianity Has a Smell

American Christianity has a distinctive way of 
approaching the Scriptures, of thinking about 
our Christian life, of hearing the words of Jesus. { }
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There are distinct ways of worshiping, praying, and talking about God. We are 
surrounded with American Christianity’s unique theology, and without even no-
ticing it, we begin to absorb this theology. We are theologically nose-blind. Amer-
ican Christianity teaches the centrality of the individual, my will, my experiences, 
my decision, my heart, my work and dedication—to the detriment of Christ and 
His saving and comforting work. American Christianity most often preaches the 
Christian instead of the Christ, and our senses are so dulled that we don’t even 
notice He’s missing.

We are thinking and praying and believing with a number of unexamined 
theological assumptions, and many of these assumptions, I’m convinced, are 
wrong. We don’t know any different. We don’t know there is an alternative way to 
read the Scriptures, an alternative that trusts the Bible is not only true, but it is the 
Word of God; an alternative that reads the Bible with comforting clarity.

Combating Theological Nose-Blindness

American Christianity has many strengths. It is earnest. It often takes the Bi-
ble seriously. It waits eagerly for the Lord Jesus to return. It strives to make the 
world a better place. But in the end, American Christianity and its teaching so of-
ten falls short of the Scriptures. It dilutes the Lord’s Commandments and confuses 
the Lord’s promises, resulting in churches full of confusion and Christians without 
the full comfort that Jesus intends for His people. In high school and college, I 
drank deeply from the well of American Christianity and spent seven years under 
its teaching. I lived its theology. There were times of great joy, but there were times 
of great sorrow, even despair. Altogether, it was a time of trouble and a teaching 
of burden. The teaching focused on my Christian life instead of on Christ, on my 
resolve instead of on God’s mercy, on my decision instead of on the death of Jesus.

These years were spent in a theological wilderness. The life and joy of the Gos-
pel dried up and was replaced with my efforts and experiences. The same teaching 
came from every direction: books, radio, journals, music, friends, small groups, all 
reinforcing the assumption that the Bible was, chiefly, about me. American Chris-
tianity is an echo chamber. The clamor destroys the ability to hear something else. 
This is especially dangerous when that something else is the Gospel.
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Identifying American Christianity
American Christianity does not refer to a 

specific denomination or church body, nor does 
it refer to a specific person or teaching. This cat-
egory is broader than Southern Baptist, this-or-
that mainline denomination, or even American 
Evangelicalism. With “American Christianity,” 
I intend to identify a few of the broad theologi-
cal trends that reach into the American Church 
across denominations and, in one way or anoth-
er, draw her attention away from Jesus and His 
words of comfort and life.

American Christianity is a collection of 
theological trends that, while they define certain church bodies, touch all of them. 
The four characteristics of American Christianity are revivalism, pietism, mysti-
cism, and enthusiasm.

Revivalism teaches that the Christian life begins with a personal 
decision to accept Christ.

Pietism teaches that the Christian life is chiefly marked by a 
growth in good works.

Mysticism teaches that we can have direct, unmediated access to 
God.

Enthusiasm teaches that the spiritual life happens inside of us.

Some of these trends exercise more influence in different places. Some are 
more obvious than others. But taken together, these characteristics describe the 
theological landscape of American Christianity. They shape the hearts and minds 
of America’s Christians.

Revivalism, pietism, mysticism, and enthusiasm all, in their own way, assault 
the comfort of the Gospel and steal away the Christian’s confidence in Christ’s 
promise of mercy and kindness. Jesus wills that His Church would deliver the true 
comfort of the Gospel to sinners. But these four characteristics take the focus off of 
Christ and put it on the Christian.

“But when the  
fullness of time had 
come, God sent forth 
His Son, born of  
woman, born under 
the law, to redeem 
those who were  
under the law, so 
that we might  
receive adoption  
as sons.”  
( G a l a t i a n s  4 : 4 – 5 )
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Jesus says, “Come to Me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you 
rest. Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, 
and you will find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy, and My burden is light” 
(Matthew 11:28–30). American Christianity fails because its yoke is wearisome. Its 
burden is heavy. Having taken its eyes off of Jesus as the Author and Perfecter of 
faith, American Christianity replaces the work of the Holy Spirit with the choice 
of the sinner. It replaces the comfort of the Gospel with the doubt of our resolve. 
It replaces the certainty of God’s promise with the shakiness of our feelings. It puts 
burdens and doubts where the Lord would give us freedom and faith.

The alternative that Jesus has for us is light and easy. It is the yoke of the for-
giveness of sins. It is the burden of His mercy and kindness. It is the comfort of His 
smile and the joy of His promises. It is His voice, full of grace and truth, calling us 
through the Scriptures. When we listen for that voice in the Scriptures, we hear it, 
and we rejoice.

This book intends to rouse us from our theological nose-blindness, to awak-
en our theological awareness. We sound the alarm against the false teaching and 
dangerous practices of American Christianity. We recognize the noxious stench of 
our theological assumptions, and we offer a beautiful alternative. The smelling salt 
of God’s Law snaps us out of our self-satisfied complacency and pride. The sweet 
savor of the Gospel hands us over to the comfort, joy, peace, confidence, and sure 
hope of Christ. This is the “aroma of Christ” who is our life and salvation (2 Cor-
inthians 2:15).
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examining 
the characteristics 
of american christianity

Revivalism, pietism, mysticism, and enthusiasm are the four rivers that water 
the errors of American Christianity. We will take a tour of each of these ideas, 
considering them in turn. Once you know them by name, you will see them every-
where—influencing churches, teachers, even your own thinking.

It Starts with Me: Revivalism
A typical service in a typical American Christian church is programmed 

to build to a climax. There are a few carefully selected songs, a perfor-
mance or two, announcements, a sermon or Bible teaching, all with the pur-
pose of driving the participants to the “time of decision,” or the “altar call”— 

a final call to action: something that you’re 
going to decide, or do, or pray. In the back of every 
Gideon Bible is a page that will walk you through the 
“Romans Road,” explaining your sin, telling of the 
death of Jesus, and then inviting you to pray a prayer 
submitting your life to Him. At the end of almost ev-
ery Christian concert or Christian event there is this 
call to commit yourself to Christ.

I remember attending a Christian sports camp where the director was go-
ing to shave his head at the end of the week if there were a certain number of 
“decisions for Christ.” I’ve attended numerous concerts, rallies, and meetings 
that ended with “every head bowed, every eye closed” and an invitation to fol-

low along as the leader led us praying the “Sinner’s Prayer.” 

“You were dead 
in the trespasses 
and sins.”  
( E p h e s i a n s  2 : 1 )
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Law 1

Law 2

Law 3

Law 4

If we felt the Holy Spirit moving in our heart, we were to raise our hand or maybe 
come forward. And after we accepted Jesus into our heart, we were to talk to a 
trained usher. Numerous times I “accepted Christ into my heart,” and numerous 
times I invited people to do the same.

I experienced this same theology in college as a member of Campus Crusade 
for Christ. They circulate a little pamphlet entitled Have Your Heard of the Four 
Spiritual Laws? to an enormous audience. Written in 1965 by Campus Crusade 

founder Bill Bright, the Four Spiritual Laws are perhaps the 
clearest encapsulation of American Christianity’s theology of conversion:

   God loves you and offers a wonderful plan for your 
life.

 Man is sinful and separated from God. Therefore, he 
cannot know and experience God’s love and plan for 
his life.

 Jesus Christ is God’s only provision for man’s sin. 
Through Him you can know and experience God’s 
love and plan for your life.

  We must individually receive Jesus Christ as Savior 
and Lord; then we can know and experience God’s 
love and plan for our lives.

We receive Christ through personal invitation. [Christ speaking] 
“Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if any one hears My voice 
and opens the door, I will come in to him” (Revelation 3:20).

Receiving Christ involves turning to God from self (repentance) 
and trusting Christ to come into our lives to forgive our sins and 
to make us what He wants us to be. Just to agree intellectually 
that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and that He died on the cross 
for our sins is not enough. Nor is it enough to have an emotional 
experience.1

1 From Have You Heard of the Four Spiritual Laws? written by Bill Bright, © 1965–2016 The Bright Media Founda-
tion and Campus Crusade for Christ, Inc. All rights reserved. crustore.org/four-spiritual-laws-online/Included by 
permission.
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For Bright, salvation is only a potential; 
something remains to be done. The Christian in America is led to “receive Jesus 
Christ by faith, as an act of the will.” It is chiefly a relationship that will begin 
when the sinner receives Jesus through an individual, personal effort. Faith, we are 
taught, is “an act of the will.”

This “moment of decision” is paramount to American Christianity. Be-
fore this act of the will, you are not a Christian, and after this act of the will, you are. 
This explains why the moment of decision is the end and goal of almost every event 
and conversation in American Christianity. It is the foundation and beginning of 
life as an American Christian.

Every Gideon Bible has a place to record your decision for Christ, the day you 
surrendered you heart. “When did you receive Christ?” is a common question. 
This individual moment of decision is what American Christianity understands as 

being “born again.” Your “testimony” is basically the story of your moment 
of decision, including all the nasty sins that preceded it and the overflow of good 
works that followed. It is almost impossible to overemphasize the importance the 
moment of decision plays in the thinking of American Christianity.

My wife remembers with great clarity a conversation she had with friends. We 
were learning the Lutheran teaching that God alone saves us. Her friend asked, “If 
you don’t know when you decided for Christ, how do you know you’re a Chris-
tian?” In American Christianity, life and faith are built on the foundation of your 
decision. Comfort and confidence come forth the moment you exercise your faith 
as “an act of the will” to receive Christ.

After I became a Lutheran pastor, a Southern Baptist friend came to me and 
said, “I like your sermons, but when are you going to preach the Gospel?” I was 
stunned. Every sermon was a Gospel sermon: a sermon about Jesus, about His 
death for us, about the promise of the forgiveness of sins. I had been preaching 
the Gospel. But what he was asking was “When are you going to have an altar call? 
When are you going to invite people to make a commitment?” 

For most of American Christianity, the decision for Christ is considered to be 
the Gospel itself—the moment of decision is the moment of salvation. The decision 
is key. Our will activates God’s grace. It all begins with me.
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We will consider the theology of these things later. It is enough here to give it 
a name: revivalism.

REVIVALISM teaches that the Christian life  
begins with a personal decision to accept Christ.

Revivalism assumes the individual human will has some degree of spiritual 
freedom, and it also assumes that that will can be assisted on its way to making a 
decision. Thus the revivalist preachers aim to excite, move, and appeal to the will. 
Revivalism is built on the foundation of our decision, an act of the will, a moment 
of acceptance or decision.

The father of American revivalism is Charles Finney (1792–1875). Finney 
shaped the Second Great Awakening, crafting “new measures” that combined 
Scripture with techniques to manipulate emotions. His chief work, Lectures on Re-
vivals of Religion, argues that our wills are involved in conversion, not only the 
will of the converted, but also the will of the preacher and evangelist. Finney is the 
inventor of the “anxious bench,” the precursor of the altar call, and crafter of the 
tent revival. It is because of Finney’s legacy that churches all around America are 
constantly praying for revival, looking for revival, and trying to incite a revival.

Finney’s influence is everywhere in American Christianity, from the back page 
of every Gideon Bible to the invitation to accept Jesus that Joel Osteen offers at the 
end of each program, from the Billy Graham Crusades to the Four Spiritual Laws. 
Finney’s fingerprints are on almost every American Christian worship service, ev-
ery event, every book—and on almost every American Christian’s conscience.

The first characteristic of American Christianity is revivalism. The decision 
for Christ is both the end and the beginning of everything. Jesus made salvation 
possible, but really, it all starts with me. Revivalism fails to see the big picture of the 
Scriptures: our gracious God and Savior comes after us, grabs us up, gives us the 
gift of repentance and faith, and calls us to be His own dear friends. Our salvation 
is His work from the very beginning, and we are the beneficiaries of His mercy.

I’m Getting Better: Pietism
If it starts with me, who would be surprised if it continued with me? 

I kept a journal during my formative years in American Christianity. It is de-
pressing. It is a chronicle of sadness, of failed attempts at a holy life. There is repen-

{ }



15

Examining the Characteristics of American Christianity

tance, but page after page is full of resolve. “I will do better.” “I will try harder.” “I 
will make the change.” 

Resolve to keep God’s Law is, of course, a god-
ly sentiment, but on the pages of my journal (and 
in my own heart), this resolve overshadowed ev-
erything else. Most especially, it overshadowed Je-
sus. The purpose of my life and my daily goal was 
to keep God’s Law, and a bit more: to make God 
happy by my obedience. Each day would begin 
with a rally to assault sin and overcome it. Each 
day would end with defeat, sometimes despair. I was a loser in the battle to be holy. 
Like a worker with an overbearing boss, I assumed that the Lord was giving out 
daily evaluations, and most days were bad. Most days, I was sure God was frowning 
at me.

This is life on the treadmill of God’s Law. I thought the Gospel made me a 
Christian, but the Law kept me a Christian. My decision made me a Christian, and 
my resolution kept me there. The Law had the central place in my conscience. 

The only way to find certainty with the Law is through obedience. When Mo-
ses takes the place of Jesus, then obedience takes the place of forgiveness, earnest 
determination takes the place of hope, and despair takes the place of comfort. Real-
ly, the Law and its commands replace the Gospel and its promises. This is pietism.

PIETISM teaches that the Christian life is  
chiefly marked by a growth in good works. 

Pietism began in the German Lutheran Church in the seventeenth century, but 
its influence quickly spread in every direction. It is now so ubiquitous that we have 
difficulty seeing it.

Pietism is a theological move toward the centrality of works in the Christian 
life. Pietism understands that the order of salvation (sorrow over sin, faith in God’s 
promise, and the spiritual fruit of repentance) occurs chronologically in a person’s 
life. This means that after I’ve repented and accepted Jesus, then it’s time to get 

“Are you so foolish? 
Having begun by 
the Spirit, are you 
now being perfect-
ed by the flesh?”  
( G a l a t i a n s  3 : 3 )

{ }
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after the serious business of keeping the Law and living a holy life. Pietism 

makes growth in good works the chief aim of the Christian life, 
and with this centrality comes the dislocation of comfort. Jesus says, “Where your 
treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matthew 6:21), and this is a true diag-
nostic for our theology. If our treasure is our works, our obedience, or our keeping 
of God’s Law, then our heart and our comfort and our confidence will be found in 
our works.

Some denominations take pietism to the extreme and teach that sinless per-
fection is attainable in this life. This was the teaching that distinguished the Meth-
odists from the Anglicans, and subsequently the Nazarenes from the Methodists. 
These are the so-called “Holiness Bodies.” Most Charismatic and Pentecostal 
teachers hold to this doctrine. Most of American Christianity does not go so far as 
to teach the doctrine of sinless perfection, yet it is there in practice. It is taught that 
the Christian life is, first and foremost, a life of obedience and works.

With pietism, the Gospel moves from the center to the side. At best, pietism 
makes the Gospel the motivation for our works. At worst, the Gospel is understood 
as a demand for us to do better.

“Jesus died for you;  
what will you do for Him?” 

Have you heard that sermon? I am hard-pressed to find a more desperately 
horrendous, terrible, wicked, and nasty twisting of the grace of God. The cross is 
turned into a bribe, the grace of God is warped into compulsion. There are strings 
attached. God scratches your back, now you scratch His. The suffering of Jesus 
becomes a debt that we pay back! Lord, help us from such confusion! Lord, save us 
from the arrogance that presumes to earn God’s grace, even if it’s after our conver-
sion! Lord, deliver us from the tyranny of such preaching that would steal away the 
grace of God as soon as we taste it, that would put us in debt to God, that would 
make us slaves instead of sons to our heavenly Father! But this is the heavy yoke 
of pietism. Grace is for the unbeliever. The Law is for the Christian. With pietism, 
“What are you doing for God?” replaces the preaching of what God has done for 
us in Christ.
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Paul writes to the Galatians, “Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, 
are you now being perfected by the flesh?” (Galatians 3:3). Pietism does just this; 
the work begun in faith (or begun in my decision for Christ) is made perfect in 
obedience.

The centrality of works, the path of pietism, ends in one of two bad places. It 
must. If I determine what God thinks of me by my obedience, then either God is 
proud of me because of my goodness or disappointed in me because of my sin. 
Pietism ends either in the sin of pride or the sin of despair.

The second characteristic of American Christianity is pietism, an emphasis 
on our growth in good works. It might seem ironic to us that the pursuit of good 
works ends with sin, but this is how God designed the Law. “Through the law 
comes knowledge of sin” (Romans 3:20). When we try to achieve comfort, cer-
tainty, or confidence through our works, we are grasping for ourselves what only 
Christ can give. Pietism fails to teach the comfort of the Scriptures, that it is the 
Holy Spirit who keeps me in the faith through the Word, and that my life of love is 
a gift from God.

Touching God: Mysticism
I remember a time before I was a Lutheran when, 

after attending a liturgical church service for the first 
time since I was a child, I walked out the door, saying, “I 
just didn’t feel the Holy Spirit there.” The Scriptures were 
read, the Gospel was preached, the faith was confessed 
in creed and hymns, but still I wasn’t moved. I had been worshiping with American 
Christians, so I had been trained to feel the Spirit, the wind blowing through my 
heart, the sensation that something is happening in the spiritual world around me, 
and I certainly didn’t feel it in the Lutheran liturgy.

A few years ago, I interviewed Chris Tomlin, a prominent voice in the con-
temporary worship music world. He said the role of the worship leader is to bring 
people into the presence of God.

“How do you know when you’ve 
arrived in the presence of God?”

 I asked.

“When you eat 
of it . . . you will 
be like God.”  
( G e n e s i s  3 : 5 )
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“You just know it.”2 
This is about as accurate and precise as you can get. “You just know it.” Some 

secret part of your insides lets you know when you are close to God.
This is mysticism.

MYSTICISM teaches that we can have direct, 
unmediated access to God.

Mysticism is the religious practice that puts people in motion toward the in-
ternal and direct experience of the presence of God. The mystical experience is the 
immediate awareness that we are in contact with something much bigger than our-
selves. Mysticism has been around from the beginning. The devil tempted Adam 
and Eve with mysticism: “You will be like God.” He continues to tempt the world 
with the same dangerous teaching.

Mysticism, like a parasite, does not stand on its own. It comes alongside almost 
every theology and worldview. There is Jewish and Islamic mysticism, just as there 
is Christian mysticism. Mysticism describes the basic characteristics of the Eastern 
religions and philosophies. There is even a kind of secular mysticism with people 
who want to be “spiritual but not religious.” 

Mysticism assumes the capacity of the human soul to come into direct contact 
with divinity. The goal of mysticism is that mysterious direct contact: touching 
God.

In its pagan forms, mysticism talks about the “divine spark” in each person. 
Individuals are a spark thrown from the fire of the divine nature and returning to 
the same.

In its Christian forms, mysticism puts the emphasis on Christ in us, the unity 
of the Christian with the Holy Spirit, and especially the experience of direct contact 
with God. This direct contact takes different forms. Sometimes, it is direct commu-
nication, a word from God. Other times, God is “leading” or “prompting.” Mostly, 
it is the impression that God is present on the inside. Our soul is tuned to sense the 
divine presence. God is touching us or we are touching God.

This impression, the experience of the internal and unmediated presence of 
God, is the goal of American Christian worship. A survey of contemporary praise 
2  “Interview with Praise and Worship Songwriter Chris Tomlin” by Rev. Bryan Wolfmueller, Table Talk Radio, July 23, 

2008, www.tabletalkradio.org/content/node/23. © Rev. Bryan Wolfmueller.

{ }
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and worship songs shows all the marks of mystical worship. “Seeing God,” “touch-
ing God,” “feeling God,” “losing ourselves,” being “caught up” and “swept away” and 
“knowing God” in some sort of secret and direct way are all indications of what is 
happening: we are being trained to feel the presence of God.

This is why I left that liturgical service shaking my head. There was no excite-
ment, no manipulation, no attempt to impart an ecstatic experience, no soft slow 
music as the preacher gave a heartfelt plea. For a mystic, the historic liturgy of the 
Church seems incredibly dry and void of spirituality. This is because the liturgy is 
interested in external and objective realities. The mystic is invested in internal and 
subjective experiences.

There is a dark, desperate,  
and despairing side to mysticism. 

If you live by the experience, you will die by the experience. Trusting a secret 
part of your insides that says God is close also means trusting that secret part of 
your insides that says God is far away. There are times when worship isn’t moving, 
when the Spirit isn’t felt. There are times when you are not swept away, and these 
times are frightful. “I’m going through a drought.” “I’m in the desert.” “I’ve lost my 
passion.” “I feel far from God.” “I’ve come down off the mountaintop, and I’m in a 
valley.” The highs are very high, and the lows are frightfully low.

The loss of the mystical experience, the drying up of the mystical well, sends 
the worshiper scrambling desperately to regain that lost feeling. The spark, the in-
tensity, the fire and passion are brought back to life through a frenzy of praise 
songs, quiet times, and a resolve (always more resolve) to serve God. Sometimes 
the passion returns; sometimes it does not. The mystical fountain dries up.

This is a desperate time. Mysticism offers certainty and comfort through ex-
perience, and if the experience is not there, then neither is the comfort. Mysticism 
teaches me that God is there and that He loves me through my feelings. When the 
feelings are gone, I am left to conclude that God is not there or that He doesn’t love 
me.

While pietism looks for comfort through growth in works, mysticism looks 
for comfort in the internal experience of the direct touch of God. Both are looking 
for comfort in the wrong place. Both are expecting from God things that He never 
promised.
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Mysticism is the third theological mark of American Christianity, the move-
ment toward an internal and direct experience of the presence of God, the confi-
dence of our heart. It fails because it requires me to put my hope and my faith in my 
own internal experiences instead of in the Lord’s promises. God has not promised 
the feeling of forgiveness. He promises forgiveness itself, if we feel it or not. God 
has not promised that we will experience His presence. He promises that He will 
never leave us or forsake us. The Lord delivers His comfort to us in the promise of 
the Gospel—which is true even if we don’t feel it. Mysticism runs aground on the 
solid rock of the Scriptures. John writes, “Whenever our heart condemns us, God 
is greater than our heart” (1 John 3:20).

The Action Is on the Inside: Enthusiasm
Where does spiritual action occur? 

What is the realm in which God acts? 
While all Christians would recognize 
the work of God in creation (after all, 
God created the universe and con-
tinues to hold it together), American 
Christianity locates God’s gracious and 
saving activity inside of us. All spiritual 
activity occurs in the heart.

American Christianity teaches that 
it is in my heart that God speaks; it is 
in my heart that the Lord gives gifts. It 
is with my heart that I make a decision 
for Christ. It is my heart that is charged 

with spiritual energy to motivate good works. It is with my heart that I know that 
God is close by. My heart is moved, changed, filled, assured, surrendered, and giv-
en over. God, according to American Christianity, is working on the inside.

By locating the activity of God on the inside, American Christianity has a great 
difficulty finding any gracious work outside of me. In fact, American Christianity 
assumes that anything outside of the heart, and especially anything physical, is a 
work that we do. It assumes that if something is physical, then it has nothing at all 
to do with salvation. If it is outside us, then it must be a work; if it is inside us, then 

“. . . 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. Rather, 
speaking the truth in love, 
we are to grow up in every 
way into Him who is the 
head, into Christ.”  
( E p h e s i a n s  4 : 1 4 – 1 5 )
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it is probably grace. If something is outside of me, then it must have nothing to do 
with my salvation. This is enthusiasm.

ENTHUSIASM teaches that the spiritual life  
happens inside of us.

We normally use the word enthusiasm to mean that we are really excited about 
something. “That guy has a lot of enthusiasm for the Broncos.” But enthusiasm is 
also a technical theological word, and a very helpful one. Theological enthusiasm 
is the promotion of the internal testimony of “God” over the external testimony of 
the Scriptures. The enthusiast sees all the action on the inside.

The enthusiast might read the Scriptures and believe that they are true. But 
the Bible is a book, a physical thing, and therefore, according to the enthusiast, it 
cannot have any spiritual benefit unless the Spirit confirms it in my heart. When 
you ask the enthusiast how he or she hears the voice of God, the answer is not “In 
the pages of the Bible” or “In the preaching of God’s Word,” but “In my heart.” 

Enthusiasm is creeping around 
in the background of revivalism, 

pietism, and mysticism. 

It is the internal tugging of the Holy Spirit on our heart that lets us know we 
need to walk up the aisle and receive Christ (revivalism). It is the internal voice of 
God that gives us direction in our daily living (pietism). It is the presence of God 
we feel in our heart that lets us know we are worshiping Him (mysticism). All of 
the gracious working of God is bottled up in our heart.

Now, it is true that God works in our heart. That is not the problem. Enthusi-
asm fails because it denies that God works outside our heart. The enthusiast denies 
the external work of God, specifically His promised work in the Word.

Here is an example: I remember studying Scripture’s teaching on Baptism. (We 
will consider this topic in detail in the chapter “Go Play Outside.”) Over and over, 
the Scriptures connect Baptism to the Lord’s mercy and grace, to the promise of 
forgiveness and life in Christ. But Baptism is a thing, I thought. There is water and 
some guy standing there speaking, so it must be a work. It must not save.” St. Peter 

{ }
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said, “Baptism .  .  . saves you” (1 Peter 3:21). I said, “Baptism is a physical thing; 
it is not in my heart, so it can’t save me.” That is enthusiasm in action. It is the 
theological logic behind the rejection of the saving work of Baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper. It is what makes American Christianity so individualistic. Enthusiasm is 
what drives the terrible swing between pride and despair that marks the life of 
most American Christians.

Enthusiasm looks for God, for His Word, for direction, for certainty, for truth, 
for comfort, for confidence, and for the Spirit on the inside. Everything is in my 
heart. This is the fourth and final mark of American Christianity. Enthusiasm fails 
to see that the Lord’s gracious work is chiefly on the outside. Enthusiasm undercuts 
the Lord’s promises and guts the Scriptures of their strength and comfort. Enthu-
siasm takes our eyes off of Christ and places them on our own heart. Yet the death 
of Jesus did not occur in our heart, but on a forsaken hill outside of Jerusalem. The 
Scriptures fix our eyes on Jesus, “the founder and perfecter of our faith” (Hebrews 
12:2). His objective promise of the forgiveness of our sins is true long before we be-
lieve it. It is not our heart that confirms the truth of the Lord’s Word, but the truth 
of the Lord’s Word that comforts our heart.

The Pendulum of Pride and Despair
Revivalism, pietism, mysticism, and enthusiasm 

all direct our focus away from Jesus and toward our-
selves. They are all different shapes of legalism, a the-
ology of the Law. They all, in their own way, choke 
out the voice of the Gospel, the promise of the for-
giveness of sins for the sake of Jesus. They are the 
fountains of the failure of American Christianity.

The most important thing in the Church is Christ 
and the preaching of His Gospel. If the promise of forgiveness is not heard, we lose 
everything good that Jesus has for us. Christians are marked by hearing the voice 
of Jesus (John 10:27), and that voice is the voice of mercy and forgiveness, the voice 
of the Gospel.

LEGALISM puts the Law above the Gospel 
by establishing requirements for salvation  
beyond repentance and faith in Jesus Christ.

“So then, there 
remains a  
Sabbath rest for 
the people of 
God.”  
( H e b r e w s  4 : 9 )

{ }
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What happens when the Gospel is not heard, when the halls of the church echo 
with commands instead of promises, threats instead of grace, instruction instead of 
mercy? There are only two options: pride or despair.

Pride hears God’s Law and thinks, 

Yeah, I’ve done that. I’ve kept that.  
I’ve thought that. I got after it and 
accomplished it, and God must be 
proud of me. 

The proud are the Pharisees, those who think they have measured up to God’s 
standard and done what God expected. The proud are always measuring. They 
measure their own lives and works, and (really, they can’t help it) they measure the 
works of the people around them. The proud keep score. This is a necessary part 
of their theology. If God is marking our accomplishments, then we should mark 
them as well. The proud can talk about grace and mercy and the death of Jesus, but 
the thing that really drives their theology is the cleanness of their life. Their works 
and efforts occupy their mind. They have managed, somehow, to make themselves 
pleasing to God.

The flip side of pride is despair. If the Pharisees are a picture of the proud, then 
Judas is the picture of despair. Judas knows his failure and sin, but he has no hope, 
no comfort. The despairing know that they have sinned. They know that they have 
broken God’s Law. Like the proud, the despairing are always measuring, but they 
know that they do not measure up. They try and they fail, and try, and fail, and fail, 
and it seems like there is no hope, like God and the world are all against them. They 
are failures—doomed, lost, forsaken, and condemned.

This is the pendulum of pride and despair, the swing of the sinful flesh dan-
gling on the Law. The Lutheran fathers knew about this danger: 

Concerning the revelation of sin, Moses’ veil hangs [2 Corinthi-
ans 3:12–16] before the eyes of all people as long as they hear the 
bare preaching of the Law, and nothing about Christ. Therefore, 
they do not learn from the Law to see their sins correctly. They 
either become bold hypocrites ‹who swell with the opinion of 
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their own righteousness› like the Pharisees [Matthew 23], or they 
despair like Judas [Matthew 27:3–5]. ( E p  V  8 )

Pride or despair, Pharisees or Judas, self-justified or self-condemned—these 
are the two extremes between which a life without the Gospel flails.

Most American Christians are swinging back and forth on this pendulum of 
pride and despair. I know personally this pride-despair pendulum. One day I was 
sure that the Lord was pleased with me; the next day I was convinced that He was 
mad. One moment it seemed like heaven was smiling, and the next moment God 
and the universe turned against me. Now we are good enough to please God, and 
later our sins cry out for justice. When we swing on the pendulum of pride and 
despair, there is no certain answer to the question “What does God think of me?” 
Moment to moment it changes drastically, fearfully.

The Law doesn’t help. It tells me what to do to please God, but I don’t. I try 
and I fail. My failures mean the Law’s commands are also accusations. It cannot 
instruct without also accusing, and with the Law, there is no help in sight. I only 
keep swinging higher and higher, faster and faster. Pride and despair settle in my 
heart and conscience. Joy is pushed out, then grace, then hope.

This is the path to hypocrisy. As the Law accuses and condemns, sin is magni-
fied, and the temptation comes to cover it up. The Christian life is supposed to be 
filled with good works, but we are sinners through and through, so we simply act 
like Christians. We act as though we are good. We smile and carry huge Bibles and 
say the right-sounding “Christiany” words while our heart sinks deeper into the 
darkness of pride-colored despair. Where do we turn? We can certainly turn and 
run from indifference and unbelief; but there is no escaping the Law of God, not, 
at least, through our own efforts.

This is life with Law and no Gospel, with only commands and no promises. 
This pendulum of pride and despair is life without the Gospel. It is the life of most 
American Christians. It is not the life Jesus has for you.

The Law/Gospel Alternative
The Gospel is the alternative to the pendulum of pride and despair. The Law 

says “do,” the Gospel says “done.” The Law commands; the Gospel promises. The 
Law measures and judges, the Gospel forgives. The Law tells us how we ought to 
live, the Gospel tells us that Jesus died; and He died with a marvelous and gracious 
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purpose: to save sinners. Both the Law and the Gospel are from God, but they have 
different purposes. The Law condemns. The Gospel saves.

There are those who preach the Law instead of the Gospel. 

Some think the Law is the Gos-
pel, and some think the Gospel is 
the Law. Some modify them and 
preach neither the Law nor the 
Gospel. Those who hold these 
views rob Christians of the full 
comfort that is theirs in Christ.

There is no room for pride in the 
Gospel, no boasting, because there is no 
doing at all; everything is done. We who 
are dead in trespasses and sins (Ephe-
sians 2:1), the enemies of God (Romans 
5:10) and children of wrath (Ephesians 
2:3), are raised, pardoned, and trans-
ferred into His gracious kingdom of life 
(Colossians 1:13).

There is no room for despair in the Gospel. The promise of the Gospel is the 
love of God poured out for us to save, rescue, and deliver sinners. God set His mind 
on your salvation, and He accomplished this salvation on the cross. He brings you 
this victory, this salvation, this mercy, this forgiveness in the promise of the Gos-
pel. How can you despair? What will separate you from the love of God? Sin? Jesus 
died for your sins. Death? Jesus is raised from the dead. The devil? His authority is 
destroyed by the death of Jesus (Hebrews 2:14).

The Gospel replaces pride and despair with the humility and confidence of 
faith. The Gospel replaces our efforts with the work of Jesus. The Gospel replaces 

“For God did not send His 
Son into the world to con-
demn the world, but in 
order that the world might 
be saved through Him.”  
( J o h n  3 : 1 7 )


