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The job of the Christian church is to be salt and light in the world by believing, preaching, and living out 
the uncompromised gospel that Jesus Christ is Lord over all. As the Seattle Symphony sang, “He shall reign 
forever and ever.” That this sounds too extreme to most pastors (!) today accounts for a recent meme 
that says, “If Paul were around today, the church would be getting a letter.” These texts from Revelation 
and Hebrews contain a letter of sorts, reminding us that the church has been overtaken by sin before and 
called to repentance, just as we need to be today. This message focuses on the state of the church in our 
country but includes exhortations for us locally.  
 
Summary of the Texts 
John writes the book of Revelation to seven churches in Asia about “things which must shortly take place” 
(Rev. 1:1). Jesus commends the church(es) in Ephesus for testing false apostles and realizing they are liars, 
while continuing to minister for Christ’s sake (2:2-3). Nevertheless, He rebukes them for leaving their first 
love and says they must repent and do the first works or else He will remove their lampstand (vv. 4-5). The 
first works are to love the Lord your God with everything (Matt. 22:37). Still, Jesus says, it’s good that that 
they hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans, as He also does (v. 6). All with ears ought to hear what the Spirit 
says to all the churches, and Jesus will feed those who overcome with fruit from the tree of life (v. 7). In 
the second passage, Hebrews 12, the author encourages believers who are suffering persecution not to be 
discouraged but to endure it under the fatherly hand of God (12:3-11). Where they are tired, weak, or 
injured, with limp hands or wobbly knees, he says to be strengthened and prepare straight paths to walk 
on so as to not make it worse, but rather healed (vv. 12-13). Persecuted people naturally turn inward and 
away, but he exhorts them to pursue peace with all and holiness, without which no one will see the Lord 
(v. 14). They must be careful and diligent not to fall short of God’s grace and be overtaken by a root of 
bitterness which eventually springs up and defiles many (v. 15). And in the final chapter of Hebrews, he 
says to let brotherly love continue, and not to forget to show hospitality to strangers because by doing so 
some have entertained angels (vv. 1-2). All who have done so have entertained Christ (Matt. 25:40).  
 
Losing a Lampstand 
Churches planted by apostles could fall away from Christ and thus lose their lampstand. Jesus describes 
false Jews as synagogues of Satan (Rev. 2:9, 3:9), and John calls false teachers who left the church  
“antichrists” (1 Jn. 2:18-19). The marks of the church are word and sacrament, so if a church departs from 
the word or refuses to administer the sacraments (baptism and communion), it ceases to be a church. In 
China where the state church preaches from Bibles edited by the state, the lampstand is flickering if not 
extinguished. The Bible teaches that both individuals and churches who were once connected to Christ 
can be cut out of Him (Jn. 15:1-8; Rom. 11:16-24). We stand by faith, and therefore we must not be proud, 
but fear God (Rom. 11:20).  
 
Inescapably Political 
This sermon was inspired in part by Eric Metaxas’ recent book, Letter to the American Church (Thanks, 
Emmanuel Church!) where he compares what happened to the German church under the Reich and what 
is happening to the American church today. What did Protestants see and do as Hitler came into power? 
On Reformation Sunday, November 6, 1932 Dietrich Bonhoeffer preached at the illustrious Kaiser 
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Wilhelm Memorial Church, one of the most prominent in Berlin, from Revelation 2:4-5 warning the 
German elite that “Protestantism is not about us and our protest against the world, but rather about God’s 
protest against us: ‘But I have this against you. . .’” He warned them to stop celebrating Reformation Day 
without the gospel: “Let us lay the dead Luther to rest at long last, and instead listen to the gospel, reading 
his Bible, hearing God’s own word in it. At the last judgment God is certainly going to ask us not, “Have you 
celebrated Reformation Day properly?” but rather, “Have you heard my word and kept it?” His words fell 
on deaf ears. Hitler took office in January of 1933 and two days later on February 1st, Bonhoeffer gave a 
radio address on “Leadership” (Fuhrererprinzip), a hot issue and central to Hitler’s regime, which was 
suddenly cutoff mid broadcast. In April of 1933 Hitler legislated the Restoration Act which included the 
“Aryan Paragraph” that prohibited Jews from holding any government job. This would purge Jewish 
Christians from the church, and so Bonhoeffer gathered the Emergency Pastors League and wrote “The 
Church and the Jewish Question”, an essay saying: 1) The church must not be silent when the state does 
evil; 2) The church must help victims of the state (Jews obviously included); 3) If the state did not relent, 
Christians must take action. This would later encourage Christians to hide Jews in their homes, but it also 
informs Bonhoeffer’s part in the assassination attempt on Hitler. Of the 18,000 Protestant pastors in 
Germany, about 6000 signed the Barmen Declaration of 1934 which said the state has no right to control 
the church. In part this was a response to emergency powers Hitler seized after the Reichstag Fire when a 
crazy Dutchman lit the Parliament building on fire. The Nazi circumvented Parliament and controlled 
much of the media. Still, most German pastors wouldn’t sign it. If we look back and think the church today 
would do anything different, we are kidding ourselves. We just found out they wouldn’t when our governor 
canceled worship and even singing in church while pot shops or strip clubs carried on without much 
objection. The church is a polis on a hill, which is where we get the word “political” from. Should Bonhoeffer 
have protested not only the murder of millions of Jews, but also the policies that made it possible? Should 
William Wilberforce have led the movement, born of biblical conviction, to end slavery in Britain and from 
there to the world? Should pastors in the US have stood more courageously against segregation? When 
people complain about pastors or Christians being too political, it’s almost always because they disagree 
with the political issue (abortion, sodomy, transgender, soon pedophilia) being addressed, and not with 
Scripture addressing political issues in the first place. The church is not and must not be partisan, but it is 
inescapably political, calling on all to repent of sin and trust in Christ. The separation of church and state 
is a Scriptural distinction, but not the separation of morality and state.  
 
Men of Issachar 
Bonhoeffer was like the men of Issachar who understood the times and knew what Israel should do (1 
Chron. 12:32). No one could have seen what the Reich would do, but leaders should have seen the 
groundwork being laid and spoke out. Had 3000 more stood up, things may well have been very different. 
It starts with worship, where we commune with God, confess our sins, and be built up in our faith. This 
fellowship comes to our homes, where especially in confused and difficult times, we need to let brotherly 
love continue and up our hospitality game (Heb. 13:1-2). Be filled with hope for a wonderful 2023.  

  


