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Stand firm!

Eph 6:10-18 – Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. 11 Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. 12 For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. 13 Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand firm. 14 Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt of truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, 15 and, as shoes for your feet, having put on the readiness given by the gospel of peace. 16 In all circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one; 17 and take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God, 18 praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication.

On January 3, 1521, 500 years ago on this very day, the Church of Rome excommunicated Martin Luther. Three months later, Luther was called to defend his beliefs before Holy Roman Emperor Charles V at the Diet of Worms, on April 17 and 18.

The year 1520 had been about as disruptive to Martin Luther as 2020 has been for many in our world. The bull from the papal curia threatening excommunication had been issued on June 15. But Luther’s response after exactly 60 days was to refuse to comply with a Church that he believed had departed from biblical truth. Instead, on December 10, he publicly burned the bull of excommunication along with the books of canon law and the church’s manual for conducting confessions. Why? Because he said canon law had been responsible for setting the pope in place of God on earth. He burned them in trembling and prayer, but he also declared later: “I rejoiced about this action more than any other deed in my life, because these [i.e., the papal works] are poisonous.”
Consequently, on this day in 1521, January 3, the pope pronounced Luther’s excommunication. And on April 18, Luther summed up his defiance against all unbiblical power of the church with the well-known declaration printed at the top of this morning’s bulletin. “Unless I am convicted of error by the testimony of Scriptures, I cannot and will not recant anything. On this I take my stand.”

The 500th anniversary of Luther’s stand for biblical truth seems to me a timely occasion to do two things at the outset of this new year: (1) I want to reflect on how similar are the circumstances in which Luther found himself and those today in which followers of biblical orthodoxy increasingly find ourselves; and (2) I want to seize this opportunity to exhort us all to follow Luther’s example in 1521 and the Apostle Paul’s in our text in Eph 6 to take our stand on the foundation of biblical truth and on that biblical foundation to stand firm in the strength of the Lord’s might.

How has our world in 2020 been like Luther’s world in 1520? I don’t mean to suggest that our culture is back to selling indulgences or promising justification on the strength and merit of our works. The similarities are more basic than that. They have more to do with shifts in the basic assumptions we operate with, that little by little, but with an alarming acceleration in 2020, have begun to shift us away from a biblical foundation without our really being completely aware of it.

Hardly anyone in Luther’s day questioned the church’s right to dispense the merits of Christ in exchange for acts of penance. These had the appearance of being rooted in apostolic teaching: didn’t Christ purchase our pardon by his death on the cross? wasn’t the church charged to serve as the proper keeper of the treasury of the merits of Christ? yes, faith is an essential condition for receiving the benefits of Christ’s work on our behalf, but isn’t faith dead without works and the signs of penitence?

And so it took the excesses of recent years leading up to 1517 for Luther to become troubled about the way that biblical truths were being twisted to shift the church’s one foundation away from Jesus Christ and away from his excellent Word to set it instead on a more arbitrary and subjective platform of human tradition and “the unsupported authority of Pope or of councils.” The assumptions were so pervasive that they became difficult to perceive: the way that fish probably find the water they swim in difficult to perceive. It's simply the way things are, and it all sounds so right and familiar.

Hardly anyone in Luther’s day questioned the authority of the Pope to rule with authority in the affairs of the church and its theology. He had been exercising that sort of power for almost 1000 years. And weren’t the keys to the kingdom given to Peter and his successors? It didn’t seem necessary to bring assumptions like these back to scripture, until their excesses began to capture the attention of careful readers like Wyclif or Tyndale or Hus or Luther.

As difficult as it had become for most of the fish to see, let alone examine, the water they were swimming in, scholars like these who held their culture up to scripture began to recognize that the way in which the bishop of Rome was exercising his power was putting the will of human leaders in the place of the will of God, and the way in which penance was being exploited for material and not spiritual gain was putting secular power and wealth in place of the power and treasure of God.

And so, convicted by the scriptures, they took their stand. And their confidence to stand firm “against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places,” succeeded in time in bringing their church back to their one foundation in Jesus Christ and his excellent Word.

Where are those new dangers today that we need to bring back to the standard of scripture and, where we find them wanting, stand against them? Have you sensed them? If you are in academia, or the media, or politics, you probably will have felt their pressures the earliest. But recent trends in workplace training sessions and public-school curriculum revisions handed down from state boards and federal agencies and politicized entertainment are spreading these pressures into everyday life where almost all of us are experiencing them and are being invited to take their new assumptions for granted. 

I’m not referring here to the differences of partisan politics, as much as its symptoms have been especially prominent among us in 2020 as an election year. These are dangers that aren’t solved by finding a different political party to support.

I’m not referring here to the disagreements between those who insist on their right to be free of a face mask and those who insist on their right to live in spaces where others are protecting their health by wearing masks. These are concerns that lie beneath those disagreements in the assumptions by which we believe we should resolve them.

I’m not referring here to disagreements between the Black Lives Matter and the Blue Lives Matter factions of our society. Both harbor deeply felt and important concerns. The problem I want to identify this morning is that most on both sides of issues like these want to achieve the justice they are after on grounds and premises they may ironically actually agree about, and yet those premises on both sides are vulnerable, wittingly or unwittingly, to worshiping a God that is no longer the God of the Bible.

What are the dangers then that I am referring to and want to exhort you to take your stand against? They fly today under the banners of “identity politics,” “intersectionality,” “diversity training,” “sensitivity training,” “anti-racism,” “cancel culture,” “standpoint epistemology,” and – probably the most all-encompassing category of all – “critical theory.” The guiding texts for these perspectives include Ibram X. Kendi’s history of racist ideas in America (that won the 2016 National Book Award for Nonfiction in 2016), his How to Be an Antiracist in 2019, and Robin DiAngelo’s book White Fragility in 2018.

That’s a lot of big words and texts with subtle arguments – none of them will be on the test! On a more popular level, the term that summarizes their perspective in a more familiar way is “wokeness,” or getting “woke.” One liberal law professor at Northwestern who is very concerned about the social effects of this movement entitled an article of alarm about it last month, “The Great Awokening,” a term coined by the founder of Vox.com.

There are complex issues at play in these recently developing worldviews: obviously more than a brief sermon can unpack. But I’ve given a lot of reading and thinking over the last few weeks to try to isolate where the underpinnings of these movements have departed from a biblical foundation and therefore in what ways we as followers of Christ should take our stand against them.

The analogies with Luther 500 years ago can be helpful here.

First of all, like the alarms that Luther was sounding 500 years ago, many of the aims that Critical Theory and the woke culture are concerned to address are well-intentioned, and aims that biblically faithful Christians do want to affirm.

Racism remains real. The ugliness of white supremacy should call all of us to serious and humble self-examination. Homophobia, agism, sexism, and other prejudices like them do result in genuine injustices that biblically grounded Christians should care about uprooting and redressing. So, on the surface, the attractiveness of these new movements is easy for compassionate hearts to see.

Second, in Luther’s day, Roman church’s unbiblical theology could be made to sound plausible because the words it used came from the Bible but had lost their biblical meaning. Faith has to be supplemented by works, said Luther’s Roman opponents. But the works they demanded as a qualification for penance were works that earned merit. The Bible does indeed call for an obedience of faith and not just empty words of belief, but Paul in Galatians called works that try to earn “anathema.” 

Similarly, in our day, Critical Theory demands justice, and equality. But the justice it looks for operates on a human standard of giving people what they are due. Biblical justice operates on a more universal standard of giving God what God is due. And it recognizes that sinful people are due nothing but eternal punishment. We depend utterly on the overflowing grace of God that displays his glory. Likewise, the equality Critical Theory demands wants equity of outcomes, whereas biblical equality affirms that we all have equal opportunity and access to the grace of God. The equality of Critical Theory implies an interchangeability of race and gender and ultimately even of incomes. Biblical equality does not imply interchangeability. There is neither Jew nor Greek in access to grace, yet the Jews are assigned the role of serving as a light to the Gentiles. There is neither male nor female in access to grace, yet scripture is unambiguous in assigning distinct roles of servant headship to males and servant support of loving headship to females.

Even the term “racism” has been invested with new meaning in Critical Theory. A black pastor in Pittsburg whom I heard in an online interview this week gave racism a clear biblical definition: Racism, he said, is “sinful partiality rooted in ethnicity and race.” But that biblical perspective is insufficient on Critical Theory’s foundation. CT says racism is any privilege that arises from power. So simply to be white means that one belongs to the oppressor class and is simply by that identity racist. Notice the new meaning that bestows then on “anti-racism.” In my years of growing up in the Civil Rights era of the 60s, the elimination of racism meant moving out of segregation into a society of color-blind integration in which as Dr King put it a person is “judged not by the color of his skin but by the content of his character.” Today any thought of eliminating racism is discarded. Racism persists because there is a group of people who are the oppressor class to be opposed, and (contrary to any biblical conviction) they are identifiable as racists by the white color of their skin.

We have to clarify the terms of our conversation with our increasing progressive culture. If we do not, we will find ourselves easily misled into supporting practices that are as inimical to God’s Word as those of the Roman church were in Luther’s time.

Worse yet, as in Luther’s time, the premises that drive the means for arriving at the laudable goals the woke culture is pursuing are departing so far from biblical moorings that they not only no longer honor God but, in the end, they tend more to aggravate than to solve the very problems they are aiming to fix. In Luther’s time, justification by works didn’t create more morality; it created more sin. And in our time, identity politics is not creating more racial and gender reconciliation; it is inflicting a new and divisive segregation.

Critical theory rests on a premise that one’s group identity determines one’s place in society, and the status of your identity depends on your group’s experience on the giving or receiving ends of power. This is a calculus we have inherited from Karl Marx: one is either an oppressor (and therefore guilty and required to forfeit one’s rights) or an oppressed victim (with a presumption of innocence and a right to redress and to enhanced authority). Then intersectionality kicks in: if your victimhood as a person of color intersects with your victimhood as a marginalized gender or race or disablement, your right to speak or define the narrative is reinforced and increases. 

< https://lawliberty.org/americas-cultural-revolution/ >

At first, this impulse to extend the courtesy of accommodation for past offenses seems compassionate and right and Christian. But when that worthy impulse begins to operate on the unbiblical foundation of rights and power rather than on the biblical foundation of love, it turns out too often that the resulting cure is worse than the disease. Even we who have less perception than Luther are finding ourselves able to say, not so fast!, and to find there is good reason for thinking critically about Critical Theory itself.

If you need a few examples, let me illustrate:

• Our modern western world is dedicated to the equality of men and women. And the liberty to define our own identity has become a priority. But even feminists balk when a transgendered athlete with male chromosomes dominates in competition with female athletes. Likewise, most of us balk when biological boys are allowed permission to use a girl’s restroom just because they have decided their assigned gender is not their preferred gender.

• Another example: A good friend of mine lost a tenured position at a Christian seminary not too long ago because he was unwilling to use every student’s preferred pronoun and insisted on teaching that the image of God is two genders, male and female. We’ve read about transgendered readers being invited to lead library reading sessions for children to foster LGBTQ tolerance. The Cartoon Network has lately begun promoting the use of self-selected pronouns to its 6-12-year-old audience. Last week in the New England Journal of Medicine, two doctors and a lawyer proposed that sex-designation simply be removed from birth certificates. And, two days ago, the US House of Representatives published its Rules for the 117th Congress that amend the Rules of the 116th Congress [XXIII.8.c.3] by eliminating all gendered terms like “mother” and “father,” “son,” and “daughter,” “brother” and “sister,” “aunt” and “uncle,” and so on. All of these say loud and clear, the gender binary of the Bible (“God created them male and female”) is not sufficiently inclusive.

< https://www.dragqueenstoryhour.org/ >

< https://notthebee.com/article/the-cartoon-network-now-celebrating-gender-diversity-and-promoting-the-use-of-self-selected-pronouns-to-6-year-olds >
< https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp2025974 >

< https://rules.house.gov/sites/democrats.rules.house.gov/files/BILLS-117hresPIH-hres5.pdf >

• Another illustration comes from the article I mentioned by a liberal law professor. He writes for The Atlantic and he can usually be found on the side of progressive causes. But he raises red flags about Critical Theory in his December article because of the intolerance that is so evident in the “cancel culture” that Critical Theory underwrites. Freedom of speech is under siege today as departures from approved narratives are subjected to intolerant accusations of hate speech. A woke campaign with the hashtag “DisruptTexts” wants to “cancel” Homer and Shakespeare and any other text that reflect values at odds with the woke culture of the past decade or two from every list of recommended reading for impressionable children. Even a statue of Lincoln emancipating enslaved people was taken down last Tuesday. The climate of fear that canceling and accusations of hate speech breed is not progressive. It is destructive of the work of science and learning.

< https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2020/12/73109/ >
< https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2020/07/antiracism-training-white-fragility-robin-diangelo-ibram-kendi.html >

< https://www.wsj.com/articles/even -homer-gets-mobbed-11609095872 >

< https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/29/us/boston-abraham-lincoln-statue.html >
• One last example: For Critical Theory, the authority of the narrative of the oppressed takes full precedence. One of the most damaging effects of that privileging of identity is that reason and objectivity have become branded as values of the oppressor class. That means reason and objectivity have to be sacrificed wherever they contradict the culture of the victim.

Now, there is a Christian instinct of humility and mercy that wants to extend extra grace to those who have been marginalized or victimized. So we can appreciate the impulse of Critical Theory to listen to the silenced voice. But when the anti-racist materials used by the schools of one of the larger cities of our country (the city, in fact, where I grew up) tell its educators that “the belief that there is such a thing a being objective,” or distinguishing between “good and bad” or “right and wrong” or valuing an “emphasis on being polite” are all distinctive characteristics of white culture and therefore not to be imposed on their students, our schools are not just being toppled off of a biblical foundation, they are cutting themselves off from the only means available for arriving at academic consensus, and they are consigning themselves to the authoritarian dictates of a privileged group and its perspectives. A will to power remains the only compass that guides us, and a coercive totalitarianism the only inevitable result.


< http://americanmind.org/memo/anti-racist-education-is-neither >

What is it then in the modern worldview of Critical Theory and Identity Politics that I am exhorting the church to take its stand against? The battle lines are plentiful, but let me single out four main ways in which our current culture wants to put some other competing authority in place of God’s: Be watchful, and stand firm against these. 

1. When subjectivity displaces objectivity as a standard of authority, we try to make ourselves our own God. Feelings rule, and, by our own assumptions, nothing can overrule them. If I decide, that no matter what gender the objective facts of my chromosomes and my plumbing have made me, I choose to be one of 17 other genders I have decided exist, then by my rules my decision stands and nothing else has the authority to tell me otherwise.

Our culture wants to call this freedom. But Eph 4:22 says the self on its own is full of deceitful desires that lead to corruption. If I go further and insist that others call me by the pronouns I and not objective reality have decided apply to me, I don’t just invite others into the deception. I coerce them into the deception as if I were their final authority: their God. To contradict me isn’t just to say something false; it is to say something harmful to me and my identity. I am the object to be revered, not some other God who knit me in my mother’s womb. I have denied the reality of the Creator and I have lost the biblical distinction the very first chapter of the Bible establishes between Creator and creature. 

2. In a related shift, when self-identity threatens to displace my identity in Christ, we become tempted to make our own characteristics the ground of our acceptance in society and potentially of our acceptance by God. A form of Galatian reliance on kosher laws and circumcision lurks here: a salvation by works (who I am) instead of by grace (what God gives).

Carl Trueman argues in a new book The Rise and Triumph of The Modern Self, that there has been a sea change in how we have come in our modern culture to define what it means to be a self. In this therapeutic culture, it is not our family or our church or our society that defines who we are. We discover that rather by examination of our inner, psychological states, and then our families and institutions have to conform to what we’ve discovered. I’ve noticed that when my 20s and 30s kids sit around to talk with each other and their friends, they spend a lot of time discussing their self-identity; it may be comparing personality tests or their Enneagram number. It’s a major preoccupation. I’ve been struck by that because neither Joni nor I remember having that kind of discussion very often with our peers at that age. I don’t worry that the interest in self-identity is wrong by itself. At least an Enneagram number seems to be something objectively true about oneself that one can’t simply decide to alter because one wants to. But it does seem to me a symptom and reflection of a cultural shift that tempts us to find meaning and worth in the self rather than grace from God to fill the vacuum of our personal need and longing for meaning.

< https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2020/12/73031/ >

3. Ironically, by the rules of the Critical Theory game, the inner deep-dive in search of some authentic personhood and identity only wins when the identify I find aligns with an identity of victimhood. That’s where innocence and power are located. When rights bestow power, the discovery of rights that have been offended or denied by a guilty oppressor becomes the lever by which one wins whether in a court of law or in the court of public opinion. Then, in the logic of Critical Theory, the party to blame is not some other individual but the oppressor group to which individuals belong and more importantly to the system that bestowed an oppressive power to that group and an oppressed denial of rights to one’s own group and identity. The “system” is, in other words, invested with the power of God, and solutions to one’s oppressed identity need to be sought in the superior deity of a more just and equitable system. It is not simply racists with whom one must engage in battles of social justice but rather with “systemic racism” that generates racist behavior in the groups that enjoy oppressive supremacy within the system.

This was the logic of the Social Gospel movement in the 19th Century. It was a logic drawn rather directly and expressly from the philosophy of Karl Marx, who held the system of capitalism to responsible for the chains of its workers and the system of socialism responsible for their rescue.

Yes, there are systems, and it’s not uncommon that things go wrong within them. But when the system plays the role of God, and responsibility lies in the system itself, then the only solution is to find a more compliant God to replace the old, ignorant one. This was a strategy of the ancient Gnostics. They didn’t like the faulty, warlike, oppressive lawgiver God of the Jews, so they went over his head to a gracious, peaceful God they found in the New Testament, the one they thought brought the law to an end.

But Scripture does not locate sin in systems. It locates sin in the selfish human heart that wants to be morally independent of God and make its choices for itself, as Adam and Eve desired in eating from the Tree. The God of the Bible repairs systems by repairing the hearts who work within them, not by overthrowing systems themselves as though they are capable of evil.

4. Since in the analysis of Critical Theory, individuals find their identity in the collective groups with which they choose to identify, and the repair of systemic evils requires a redeemer larger than the system, and since the enthronement of subjectivity rules out every argument except the assertion of personal power, it becomes inevitable that a collectivity like the state and its reins of power has to become the ultimate God upon whom has no choice but to rely.

This has been a long first point. But we can summarize it like this: We have to resolve to take our stand against any argument that would rest our hope on any other foundation than the God of the Bible who sent Jesus Christ into the world to rescue sinners. Our feelings are not God. Our self is not God. The systems of the world are not God. And the state cannot be God. All of these conclusions support what I read last week in a report from the Warren Christian Apologetics Center: “the greatest global challenge of 2020 has been and will remain the growing global influence of atheism and all forms of unbelief—a faith that attacks true faith in God.”

The next four alphabetical entries in your bulletin could each merit another sermon in their own right. But they all make the same observation from the scriptures. As we take our stand, that stand must always be Before God. Again and again, Israel “stands before the LORD” in its worship (1 Kings 17-19), in its needs (Ezra 9:15), and especially in its battles (2 Chron 20:13; Isa 21:8).

Scripture calls God’s people to stand before him Confidently. When the adversary comes, Isaiah calls (50:8), “Who will contend with me? Let us stand up together!” Through Christ, Paul reminds us in Rom 5:2, “we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God.” 

And why do we stand so confidently? Because as Isaiah goes on (50:9), Behold the Lord GOD helps me! We can plan noble things (Isa 32:8) because on noble things we stand. We stand confidently before God and in God because we stand Dependently on God. “It is before his own master that [a servant] stands or falls [declares Paul in Rom 14:4]. And he will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make him stand.” We are confident, because as our text in Eph 6 says, we are “strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might.”

Moreover, we don’t simply stand confidently, as Luther did, in the face of a culture that is arrayed in force against biblical convictions. As Ps 22:23 or 33:8 says, “we stand in awe” because it is God and his word (Ps 119:161) before whom we stand. We stand with the multitude assembled at the throne of God in Rev 7:9-10, “crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” We stand with Elation that God will prevail over a culture that is determined to make its own will and strength its god. And elation that God is glorious and merciful and worthy to be praised.

Finally, we don’t simply stand against the Cultural Theory and Identity politics of the secular cancel culture where we find ourselves. We stand upon and therefore we stand For the true and real and objective and powerful God. In Ps 94:16 God calls out not only “Who rises up for me against the wicked?” He cries out, “Who stands up for me against evildoers?”

We say my subjective, personal sense of identity that I am this gender or that race is not God. The living and objective Creator who made me in his image as male or female is God.

We say my sense of self and belonging to a certain identity group is not God. The God who sent his Son to redeem me is God and I find my identity in Christ.

We say I am not at the mercy of systems as if they were my God. I live by the mercy of the God who is sovereign in the world and in my life. Nothing systemic can overcome me if God is my shield and protector.

We say I trust not in power or rights or the state to save and direct me. Ps 20:7 – Some trust in chariots and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the LORD our God.” Reliance on worldly power is a product of the curse and a sign of insecurity. Reliance on the power of God enables me to seek the good of others and not insist on my own rights. Neither the state nor its power is my God. God is love and empowers me to live by love and not leverage.

The culture where we find ourselves grows increasingly hostile to God. But, as Luther reminded the church in his day, when we ground ourselves on any foundation but God in Christ with a heart made new by his Holy Spirit, we set ourselves on a road to ruin and hopelessness.

In my reading for this message, I came across again the speech that Alexander Solzhenitsyn delivered in London in 1983 on the occasion of his receiving the Templeton Prize for Progress in Religion. It makes the point of this reason for standing firm much more eloquently than I. If our culture had spent the last 37 years reading that speech instead of reading the latest Critical Theorist, our society would be in a much sturdier and blessed place today. His simple and repeated answer to why great disasters had befallen his own Russia and how they had fallen prey to a ruinous revolution was this: “Men have forgotten God.” I encourage you to go search for his speech and read it for its inspiration to stand firm in 2021. (Just search for the line, ‘men have forgotten God,’ or look for the link – and links to many other resources – in the text of this sermon that will be sent with the online video announcement later this afternoon and linked in the announcements on the church website.)
< https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/12/aleksandr-solzhenitsyn-men-have-forgotten-god-speech/ >
Let us not forget God in 2021. Let us take our stand for the Gospel and its truth in 2021. As our closing song declares, let us be God's prophets in our day, standing firm for godly justice. May God, and not self or state or system, receive all the glory.

For further study:

A Beginner’s Curriculum on Critical Theory

https://newdiscourses.com/2020/06/beginners-curriculum-critical-race-theory/
An insider perspective: “Samantha Jones”
https://newdiscourses.com/2020/12/university-woke-mission-field-dissident-womens-studies-phd-speaks-out/
An insider perspective: Habi Zhang

https://lawliberty.org/americas-cultural-revolution/
An evangelical critique: Neil Shenvi

https://shenviapologetics.com/recognizing-critical-theory-and-why-it-matters/ 

Victor David Hanson on “wokespeak”
https://www.nationalreview.com/2020/12/a-guide-to-wokespeak/
Benediction 
[1 Pet 5:8-12] – “Be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. Resist him, firm in your faith, knowing that the same kinds of suffering are being experienced by your brotherhood throughout the world. And after you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, confirm, strengthen, and establish you. Scripture exhorts and declares that this is the true grace of God. Stand firm in it.”
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