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“Has (North) American Christianity Failed?” 

Author: Rev. Bryan Wolfmueller 

Adult Study – Winter 2022 

Trinity Lutheran Church, Brooks, AB 

Session 2 – February 1, 2022 
 

Welcome & Opening Prayer 

Sl: 2 Corinthians 2:15 

Recap of Session 1: 

Clarity began with God’s Word in the very beginning. 

Confusion began with Satan’s twisting of God’s Words creating doubt and the desire to be ‘like 

God’.  

Creeds and confessions that are directly rooted in the Scriptures help us to stay on 

course and battle the theological confusion that faces us in our time. Purpose of this book 

is to rouse us from theological nose-blindness; to awaken our theological awareness 

(study of God’s nature, character and promises). To bring the comfort and strength of the 

Gospel message, the sweet aroma of Christ who is our life and our salvation.  

 “Revivalism, pietism, mysticism, and enthusiasm are the four rivers that water the errors 

of (North) American Christianity.” (pg. 11 HACF) 

Sl: Revivalism – “It begins with me”.  

 The Four Spiritual Laws (pg. 12) Bill Bright (1965 Campus Crusade for Christ) Salvation 

is only a potential; something remains to be done (and I must do it).  

 Thus the ‘moment of decision’ becomes paramount and puts the weight and 

responsibility on me. My act of will.  

Sl: Ephesians 2:1 

 What can a dead person do to make themselves alive? 

 On the assumption that our human will has some ability of spiritual freedom revivalist 

preaching/worship styles/worship leaders are aimed at assisting you in making that 

necessary decision so that God can work in your life. Their aim is to ‘excite’, ‘move’ and 

‘appeal’ to your will so you ‘seal the deal’. Language like, ‘what’s our hook’? The ‘hook’ is 

the Gospel alone but it is not splashy enough. 

Sl: Revivalism teaches that the Christian life begins with a personal decision to follow Christ. 

Sl: “I’m getting better: Pietism” 

  If it starts with me then it must continue with me. Logical but not biblical. 

Sl: Philippians 1:6 

 This is not a new thing. The resolve to be a ‘good’ Christian appeals because there is 

something I can do. Pietism is not to be confused with Christian Piety. Piety are habits 
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that we develop over our lifetime so that we live as children of God, as the family of God 

is called to live. Not to ‘prove’ our faith but rather to seek to live as sons and daughters of 

God. We belong in the household and our place there is God’s doing – which equals 

comfort and assurance.  

Clip: Sunday’s teaser clip of Wil Wheedon on Piety 

Sl: Piety (handout) 

 Need for Confession and for the hearing of Absolution/Gospel!  

 The Christian life is a daily walk of repentance and hope – for God has promised and 

God keeps His promises! 

 “Jesus died for you; what will you do for Him?” (Worst sermon/message ever). Share 

quote on pg. 16, “I am hard pressed to find … twisting of the grace of God.”   

 We must pay God back for what Christ has done? NO! Lord, help us from such confusion 

and give us the living water of the Gospel to revive and refresh us!  

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

 Here is an irony. Pietism began in the Lutheran Church in Germany in the 17th century 

(1600’s). Works are much easier to measure, to see, to take confidence in than the 

promises of God.  

 It is a dislocation of comfort and puts the weight and responsibility on ME! 

 What are you doing for God? Replaces the preaching of what God has done for us in 

Christ. And this voice arises again and again. People want sermons on how to live as 

better Christians/people. Sermons on the Old Testament heroes to show us how to be 

strong Christians. Yet the very purpose of a sermon is to proclaim the Gospel (which will 

include the law so that we see our sin and know our need for Jesus). This proclamation 

and application of God’s Word for us is so that we can be renewed by the Word at work 

as our ‘ears’ hear the good news. The Holy Spirit then works to bring that word and all 

Christ has done to our minds in each moment of our day. We then are strengthened to 

live as God’s people in our daily vocations whatever they may be and wherever God has 

placed us.  

 Our human nature wants more – more than what God’s Word gives or more of what I 

must do? Pietism. 

Sl: “Touching God: Mysticism” 

A religious practice that puts people in motion towards the internal and direct experience of the 

presence of God.  

 Mysticism does not stand on its own. It comes alongside almost every theology and 

worldview. “Spiritual but not religious”. “Small spark of the divine”.  

 Christian mysticism emphasizes “Christ in us – especially the experience of direct contact 

with God. Mostly the emphasis is that God is on the “inside”. We are trained to sense the 

divine presence of God, to FEEL it.  
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 Contemporary worship songs (not new hymnody) show the marks of mystical worship. 

Watchwords are “seeing God”, “touching God”, “feeling God”, “losing ourselves”, “being 

swept away”. God speaks to me directly apart from His word is dangerous. 

 “Knowing God” in internal and subjective ways. Trained to FEEL the presence of God. 

But then if I do not feel it, where is God? Leads to desperation and a need to always 

refuel that ‘feeling’. “You’ve lost that loving feeling” by the Righteous Brothers.  

 Be very cautious about trusting the ‘confidence of your own heart’ or the strength of your 

own ‘feeling of being forgiven’. Rather find your confidence in God’s promises. 

Sl: 1 John 3:20 

Sl: “The Action is on the Inside: Enthusiasm” 

 For homework you were asked to watch the video, “The Theological Word you need to 

know.” It was a short but intense study taken from “The Smalcald Articles” by Martin 

Luther.  

 In Luther’s day enthusiasts were called ‘Ravers’ and he wished they would be silent. 

Enthusiasts resist the power of the External Word, the Word that we hear with our ears 

as Paul affirms in Romans 10, faith comes by hearing the Word of God. Enthusiasts 

emphasize that the spirit in my heart preaches to me ‘over and above the Word. All 

spiritual activity occurs in my heart. God works on the inside hence if something is 

outside of me, then it must have nothing to do with my salvation.  

 Enthusiasm is the promotion of internal testimony of “God” over the external testimony of 

the Scriptures. 

 All the spiritual activity is happening in my heart! We are all susceptible to this confusion.  

 Why? Because it is true that God works in our heart. But God also works outside of our 

hearts and our hearts can easily lead us astray if we are not rooted and grounded in 

God’s Word to us. Enthusiasts deny God’s external work apart from our ‘feelings’ or 

‘experiences’.  

Enthusiasm puts something else above the Scriptures, above God’s Word.  

Sl: Liberal Christianity puts reason OVER Scripture. 

 Mysticism puts Experience OVER Scripture. 

 Epicureans put Pleasure OVER Scripture. 

 Roman Catholicism puts the Primacy of the Pope OVER Scripture 

Excellent reading on enthusiasm in the Book of Concord and the Solid Declaration within 

the Book of Concord that helps us understand it better.  

 Enthusiasm teaches that the spiritual life happens inside of us. It is the creeper in each of 

the other three markers of North American Christianity.  

Sl: Looking for Comfort in ALL the Wrong Places. 

 Revivalism – seeks peace and comfort in our decision and it’s strength. 



4 
 

 Pietism – seeks assurance and comfort in our ‘report card’. 

 Mysticism – seeks comfort in our internal experience of the direct touch of God. 

 Enthusiasm – takes our eyes off of God’s Word, off of Christ and places them on our own 

hearts. Belly button vision.  

 Yet Jesus did not die in our hearts but outside of us on a hill called Calvary. The 

Scriptures focus our eyes on Jesus and so the answer is always to go to God’s Word. 

Luther in frustration wrote, go to “ The Word, The Word, The Word.” Sounds like a 

frustrated parent or teacher doesn’t it? How many times do I have to tell you …..   

Sl: Scripture over everything serves God and neighbour 

Sl: Hebrews 12:2 

Sl: “Trusting in Good Works” Moralism” 

 Pgs. 28-30   

The essence here is to be GOOD. We want to be good, to find just one small iota of 

goodness in ourselves.  

It is the foundation of every non-Christian religion, creed of social organization, 

humanism, motto of every sensitive conscience .”up religion vs down religion” 

If I can just be good (enough) and there is that word again. ENOUGH! So that we can 

make that decision, earn God’s approval, be worthy of personal revelation. Good can be 

measured by the world’s measuring stick (albeit one that is very subjective and in our day 

not accountable to an absolute truth or authority) So pretty shaky. But we want it.  

Sl: “Each one of us is, according to our fallen nature, a moralist and a legalist. We all have a 

Pharisee living in our heart.” (pg. 27, HACF)  

 Let me share an example of how pervasive this is … Kingston 1992 (Labrynth: finding our 

Way) 

Clip: CLYG 1992 (Start at 7:12 – 8:14) 

Sl: The creed of the sinful flesh: “I’m a good person” “If I deserve it …” 

Sl: Romans 3:21-24 

Moralism is why we here at Trinity do not dispense with Confession of Sin and Absolution in our 

worship. It is not a downer. Worship styles reflect theology. We do a great dis-service to 

God’s Word when we forget this. (My apology) We keep a liturgy which includes 

confession, absolution, the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Sacraments because God’s 

Word keeps them and as God’s people we need the foundational hope and truth that is 

provided in them. 

Sl: God wants sons not slaves. (Luke 15:11-32) 

Sl: Three slaveries: 

1. Hedonistic Slavery (Prodigal Son & Debauchery) 
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2. Slavery of Despair (Prodigal Son & Rehearsed Repentance) 

3. Slavery of Obedience (Older Son and Pouting Pride) 

Sl: The Swinging Pendulum of Pride and Despair 

Sl: The Law/Gospel Alternative 

 Law – has three primary purposes in Lutheran theology as found in Scripture.  

 The Work of the Gospel – ALL God’s Work! 

Sl: The Law/Gospel Alternative- pic of tightrope walker 

Law – Shows our Sin  3 uses of the Law in Lutheran theology 

SL: 
• Curb - Through fear of punishment, the Law keeps the sinful nature of both Christians 

and non-Christians under check. ... 

• Mirror - The Law serves as a perfect reflection of what God created the human heart 

and life to be. ... 

• Guide - This use of the law that applies only to Christians. The law becomes the 

believer's helper. ... 
Sl: “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 our confidence in ourselves with trust in Christ.  

The Gospel replaces the accusations of the Law with the tenderness and mercy of the 

Lord.  

AND the Gospel IS for Christians. (pg. 26 HACF) 

Sl: John 3:17 Sl: Moralism Works are like cockroaches(cockroach) 

 Pages 28-30 - Ephesians 2:8-10 

The Gospel is always needed, forgiveness of sins and assurance of what Christ has done is 

ALWAYS needed to be heard, read, and shared through our daily witness. 

 Consider Paul’s warning to the Galatians. They began with the Gospel but they were 

tugged back to legalism. They wanted to stay Christians by the Law. It appeals to us, it 

gives us something to do that we can improve on, and that we can measure our progress 

against our neighbours. NO.  

 So many times I have heard, “We’ve heard the good news, we know it … move on and 

give us something more substantial. Something we can dig into so we can grow as 

Christians.” Stop and think about this for a moment. Something more substantial than the 

Gospel? Do we know it? Can we move beyond it? Did Christ? Was it not why He came 

and what He gave the Church as our mission and purpose.  

Sl: Matthew 28:20  

 This is the call of Christ’s Church – Go, baptize, teach, obey, be comforted and assured 

in Christ! The Holy Spirit accomplishes this in us each day.  
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All characteristics of American Christianity play into the theological confusion we breathe in 

every day. They impact what we want in our worship ‘experience’, in our ministries etc. 

Again, we must go back to The Word, the Word, the Word to see what it says. Simple. 

Radical. Faithful. Comfort and Hope. 

Sl: Isaiah 40:8 & Isaiah 55:11 

Clip God’s Word is Awesome 14:18-25:42 


