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Prologue
Do you wonder why many Christians are not more like Jesus? The fundamental reasons are simple, but the details of how and why that happened are complicated. Today, some settle for merely going to church where many of Christ’s teachings are minimized or ignored. Rather than following God’s son as their Lord and Master, such churchgoers view Jesus almost like an icon-mascot, a good guy who taught some good things.
Looking back through church history, this problem is not new. Apostolic practices (after Christ’s crucifixion) emphasized a relationship with God and with others, but those traits greatly diminished after Constantine the Great. In the fourth century, Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire. While the development of creeds, clergy, and canon were helpful in many ways, in time they caused Christianity to turn away from its original focus. Instead of an emphasis on following Jesus, the religion bearing his name became more about church attendance and following a few rules, instead of following Christ. His church became “Christendom”—structured and hierarchical—like the Roman government. Being a member in good standing mattered most. Teachings on discipleship were given a back seat or ignored.
The Protestant Reformation, which began with Martin Luther in 1517, tried to address some of these problems, but largely failed. Over the following centuries, this broad attempt at reform lapsed back into the same organizational focus that emphasized belonging to the right church. Once again, the teachings of Jesus got lost. Being a Christian became a matter of mental assent to a belief system that did not carry through in practice like it had when the apostles acted on what Jesus commanded. Christianity became a matter of orthodoxy (right doctrine or belief) without a corresponding orthopraxy (right practice). Modern evangelicalism, for example, emphasizes making converts, but can fail to nurture those new believers into disciples who daily seek a Christlike life that goes beyond church membership and rule-keeping. Rather than being Christianity, much of today’s institutional faith should be called “churchianity,” because it largely leaves out Christ except as a ceremonial namesake.
For several reasons, many young adults still admire Jesus, but now want nothing to do with an organized religion that uses his name. While some churchgoers have left, others hang on, knowing something is not right, but not getting much help from their church or its leaders.
But there is hope in what I call “Jesus BC”—before churchianity, before Christendom, and before Constantine, Jesus said, “follow me.” Today, we more often hear only about going to church. Why not both? God’s son taught his followers how to live a life shaped by his example and teaching. Personal transformation, one moment at a time, in relationships with our heavenly father and with others, has always been at the heart of becoming more like Jesus. It can be so again.
This book first briefly surveys church history to explore these areas. Then I will suggest biblical answers for struggling believers and for church leaders interested in helping churchgoers become authentic disciples who try to follow Jesus more each day as best they can. This distinction will become important on Judgment Day when our heavenly father will welcome Christ-followers into eternal life. On the other hand, mere churchgoers who have been passively religious, but failed to practice the words of Jesus, will not like what they hear about themselves (Matt 7:21-29). No believer, of course, can fully become like Jesus, but an all-knowing God will recognize those who had that goal as their life’s purpose. This book should help the serious to reflect on their own spiritual status and take appropriate action.
 
 

Introduction

This book’s title should resonate with most of Christianity, but the proposed solutions here arise from my background in Churches of Christ. Thus, these views may be more useful to those from evangelical traditions, not necessarily to all who consider themselves Christian. 
My approach tries to help believers assess whether they are mere churchgoers or authentic Christ-followers. Those who depend on church leaders for guidance may not want to read this. But sincere believers who will individually face God on Judgment Day may find it revealing.
Why aren’t Christians more like Jesus? That core question boils down to orthopraxy (right practice): what happens after conversion. Do most converts authentically try to follow and thus become more like Jesus? Or do they become mere churchgoers rather than embarking on a lifelong journey toward spiritual maturity? Such a concern is relevant to all of Christianity.
Hard questions require serious reflection; an emphasis on spiritual development might get lost amid efforts to reverse declining membership. My premise is that some religious leaders do not fully understand their basic purpose, to help each churchgoer develop into a Christ-follower.
All believers, regardless of sectarian identity, might find the following an acceptable, unifying aspiration. Unlike early creeds which focused on belief, the following proposal emphasizes behavior.
Each Christian’s Behavioral Goal
Each person who believes in Jesus of Nazareth as the Christ, the Messiah, should accept him as not just their Sunday Savior, but also as their Lord and Master. While some churchgoers want Jesus to save them from hell and deliver them to heaven, they reject his authority over how they live. The New Testament does not support such an approach as the following passages illustrate.
In the Gospels, Jesus called the twelve to “follow me” (John 1:43). He said that his sheep listen to his voice, and they “follow me” (John 10:27). Again, in John 12:26, Jesus says, “Whoever serves me must follow me…” In chapter 21 of John’s gospel, the text repeats that mandate (to follow me) at the end of verses 19 and 22. Students should become like their teacher (Luke 6:40).  The apostles Paul and Peter echo that message. Believers are to become “living sacrifices,” not conformed to “this world,” but transformed (Rom 12:1-2). We are to become holy, like Jesus (1 Pet 1:15-16), who left us an example to follow in his steps (1 Pet 2:21). 
No believer, of course, will be able to perfectly follow Jesus who was sinless (1 Pet 2:22), but on Judgment Day, each believer will be graciously assessed. Did they know Jesus well enough to put his words into practice (Matt 7:24-27)? More importantly, did Jesus know them (Matt 7:23)?
God still calls everyone to become believers (2 Pet 3:1-9) and appeals to all to become his Son’s disciples. But rather than just going to church, where their spiritual development may suffer, those who take their Savior seriously should become authentic, lifelong, Christ-followers, becoming more like Jesus.
My summary of the factors that have kept some converts from becoming disciples trying to be “more like Jesus” will take effort to unpack. Further, it is a broad diagnosis that a lack of discipleship plagues parts of Christianity. Both individual and institutional solutions will vary by faith tribe. Some leaders already see the need and will be able to share with others their approach to bridging any unacceptable gaps between belief and practice among their members. Some leaders already focus on new converts—the best place to start.
Reviews, bibliographies, a scripture index, interviews, tools (recommend resources), and more, are included on this book’s website at wacmlj.com which will be periodically updated.
 
 

1.
Biblical Essentials
Unless you understand the Bible for yourself, you are at the mercy of others.
In the late 1970’s, I chaired the jury for a criminal trial. During our private deliberations, one of the jurors wanted to ask the court a question, so I passed along the message. After the note was relayed by the bailiff to the judge, he replied, “You already have all you need to render a verdict one way or the other.” When it comes to responding to God, so do we. The Bible tells us enough to make our own decisions about Jesus of Nazareth (see John 20:31).
Approach
While different churches use the Bible differently, I focus on right practice (orthopraxy) rather than only right belief (orthodoxy). Both are important and connected, but this book emphasizes how Christians should live out their beliefs each moment of each day. Why this choice?
Right beliefs are essential for an unshakable foundation to build upon and should be the underlying motivation for each believer’s daily faith-walk. But right belief by itself is useless. Jesus said that just calling him Lord was not enough. To “enter the kingdom of heaven,” believers need to do what he said (Matt 7:21-29). The followers of Christ are called to pursue God’s agenda by their attitudes, words, and actions, not merely to hold certain beliefs. At the end of time, believers will be held accountable—not based upon a test of our beliefs, but based upon how we lived out God’s ways. Early believers understood, and so should we, that faith is not about our perfection, but rather our direction—progress toward becoming more like Jesus.
This book takes the authority of the Bible seriously, but questions the ways that some theologians and church leaders have interpreted Scripture. Organizations tend to become bureaucratic over time; religion is no different. Church hierarchy often emphasizes their key doctrinal beliefs, but neglects to explore their institutional deficiencies. That is common for individuals, too. Who likes to focus on their own list of shortcomings? However, as a result, some of the plainest New Testament teachings can get lost. Teachings from Jesus should always be foremost if we are truly his disciples doing our best to follow him as Lord and Master, not just treat him as our Sunday Savior.
The Need for Personal Study
One goal of this book is to encourage believers to study on their own, so that they can test the theology and practice of their leaders and teachers. The New Testament points out the need for personal study (2 Tim 2:15) and confirms that it was done (Acts 17:11). Jesus warned about “false prophets” (Matt 7:15) and cautioned against “rules taught by men” (Matt 15:9). Luke records Paul warning church elders that, “Even from among your number men will arise and distort the truth to draw away disciples after them” (Acts 20:30). Paul urged readers, “Do not go beyond what is written” (1 Cor 4:6). Jesus’ earthly brother, James, wrote that those “who teach will be judged more strictly” (Jas 3:1). The apostle Peter wrote that interpretation requires diligence; concerning Paul’s letters, he said that they:
…contain some things that are hard to understand, which ignorant and unstable people distort, as they do the other scriptures, to their destruction. Therefore, dear friends, since you already know this, be on your guard so that you may not be carried away by the error of lawless men… (2 Pet 3:16-17).
John says that believers should always test what they are taught, “…because many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1). Those warnings remain valid today.
Biblical interpretation on controversial topics can be especially difficult, but doing your best to let Scripture speak for itself is a defensible approach. Many of the commands, parables, and principles of Jesus contain simple, yet profound, theology. His points are easy to understand, but hard to put into practice. Memorizing key passages can provide a spiritual guide for daily life. What Jesus taught should be written on each believer’s heart, in their mind, in their life. 
Some churches and their leaders place more emphasis on proper beliefs than on proper practice. This is not surprising because the latter is difficult to gauge and requires apprenticeship by someone more mature to teach pathways to growth. Theologians publish volumes about various doctrines—but each believer’s goal should be to study the Bible to learn: “How should I think, talk, and live?” Briefly, churchgoers tend to passively accept an emphasis on orthodoxy while Christ-followers actively pursue orthopraxy; a critical challenge is how to balance the two.
If the only teaching believers receive is from broad sermons, then their faith might not develop because their personal situation will often escape detailed consideration. Such cases require those in the pew to rely upon clergy. Giving someone a fish to feed them is helpful in the short term, but it also keeps them dependent. Those who teach others how to fish must grapple with each person’s particular strengths and weaknesses, because everyone learns differently. However, once taught how to fish for themselves, churchgoers can move beyond basics in their spiritual lives and keep growing. There are many ways to learn biblical lessons besides listening to pulpit preaching and several of those additional methods of instruction can be very helpful. But from New Testament times, believers have had problems with their own spiritual growth (Heb 5:11-14).
Solid Interpretation (exegesis)
The word exegesis (Greek: “to draw out”) refers to the concentrated study of a passage to understand what it means. While Christian tradition accepts the Bible’s authority, it is an understatement to say that interpretations vary. This is why it is essential to focus on its core teachings and why doing your own studying is critical. Some churchgoers are content to sit in pews and let their church leaders tell them what is important for a Christian’s life. While this may be helpful for new believers who need basic orientation to the faith, at some point all of us must learn to explore Scripture for ourselves. Parents feed their young children and care for them. But to become independent adults, children must eventually learn how to think and do things on their own, a lifelong endeavor. In the same way, developing your own personal faith should be an ongoing process because spiritual growth often involves meeting challenges. 
Not all Bible books can be understood in the same way. The Gospels and Acts are both selective narratives, making them easy to follow, like a story or a novel. The epistles of the New Testament are written like actual letters from that day, but those writing styles and formats are quite different from today's correspondence. Apocalyptic literature (Daniel, parts of Ezekiel, and most of Revelation) is a difficult genre to understand, and should be studied with extreme care.
Casual readers of the Bible may not understand the difference between descriptive narrative, stories that explain cultural realities, and normative guidance, godly instructions to believers. That ability alone will help those interested in following Jesus to grasp the difference between the times being discussed, and how believers should live their lives to become more like Jesus.
Applied Interpretation
People often overlook their own shortcomings while judging others. New Testament teachings address this issue, directing that all believers should hold themselves accountable. There are two broad methods about how to do that. First, each Christian should practice self-discipline and introspection while at the same time extending grace to others. We should use Scripture as a mirror to examine ourselves (Jas 1:22 -25), not as a magnifying glass to criticize others (Matt 7:1-5). Always try to use the Bible’s many messages to help reflect upon and overcome your own behavioral shortcomings—the person you are most able to change. Second, to help us see ourselves as others see us, we rely on relationships with our spiritual siblings in the faith, ministering to one another and holding each other accountable. These “one-another” verses (see Chapter 7, “Loving Others”) require intimate, in-depth conversations with other believers.
None of the above is meant to suggest that leaders do not have an important role for they clearly do, and Scripture certainly provides for that. Further, they will be held to a higher standard (Matt 23:23, Jas 3:1) and rightly so. In many stages of their spiritual development, churchgoers depend greatly on their leaders, who thus bear substantial responsibilities. But since church leaders are also human, their teachings should still be examined in the light of Scripture. Unfortunately, church history contains many examples of religious leaders who led their followers astray.
Lost in Translations?
Knowledge of the Bible’s original languages (Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic) is not necessary for Christian life, but a reasonable understanding of how languages work is helpful when studying Scripture. While many others around the world learn another language besides their mother tongue, most Americans do not, because English is an international language. But that also means that many in this country fail to realize the challenges of accurately translating ideas from one language to another, a lesson clear to those who know more than one language. As a result, many Americans do not realize the nuanced meanings behind many biblical passages.
Understanding the New Testament use of the word “love” can be challenging. Early Christians focused on radical love, which set them apart from the surrounding culture. This agape love, based upon God’s love, is a deep, sacrificial love that places the well-being of others ahead of self.  While there is some overlap between agape (sacrificial love) and philia (friendship love), their difference is contrasted by an exchange between Jesus and Peter in John 21:15-17. In English, we use one word for love, but it is often important to know which Greek word is being translated. Since love is such a key teaching, its different meanings require serious thought. 
Translation issues arise from other words as well. The Greek word baptizo meant “to soak” or “to immerse.” When translations from original languages began to appear, the transliterated word “baptize” (borrowed directly from the Greek) had already become part of church terminology and practice—which was sprinkling. This has resulted in debates about the difference between immersion and sprinkling, as well as the practice of infant baptism (by sprinkling), which became popular after Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire. Thus, while the concept is not found in Scripture, the practice of sprinkling had been established by tradition. Rather than translate these words literally, which could have caused a problem for the institutional church, they simply transliterated the Greek word into “baptize” or “baptism.” For a scholarly study of this topic, consider Baptism in the Early Church: History, Theology, and Liturgy in the First Five Centuries, by Everett Ferguson.
As your primary Bible for personal study, find a modern translation developed from the original languages by a committee of scholars.  Besides rigorous translations, paraphrased versions can help communicate the meaning of many passages. The Living Bible (Kenneth N. Taylor), and The Message (Eugene H. Peterson) use modern language to make Scripture easier to understand. 
Once you have a reliable, modern, and readable translation, and others for comparison, consider obtaining at least one reference book on how to study the Bible. One of the best is How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth by Gordon D. Fee and Douglas Stuart. Gradually build up your own reference works so you will have reliable tools to help you grapple with controversial passages. Software Bibles often contain various versions among their search features. For those who prefer the King James Version, I recommend The Word, The Bible from 26 Translations, edited by Curtis Vaughan. Its verse-by-verse text lists alternate wording from King James English which thus makes for convenient comparisons to illustrate shades of meaning, not otherwise obvious.
Besides its difficult readability, I do not recommend the King James Version (KJV) because of its archaic language. For example, its translation of 1 Thessalonians 5:22 reads “Abstain from all appearance of evil,” while the 1973 New International Version reads “Avoid every kind of evil.” That contrast in meanings can make quite a difference when you try to put the phrase into action. Sermons based on the KJV version would say that Christians would need to avoid even looking like you are doing something bad, whereas the NIV (closer to the Greek text) suggests that avoiding evil is what matters, not how things look. Otherwise, Jesus could not have met with sinners or interacted with known prostitutes. Since Christ associated with such social outcasts, it does not make sense that the above verse meant that we should never associate with those who are not believers. This illustrates the misunderstanding of just one text; there are many others.
Context Matters
Context is crucial to understanding the Bible which is not a topical reference book where you can look up, in one place, all references to a particular subject. Scripture includes various narratives and genres. Its meanings depend on many factors including: cultural setting, linguistic usage, literary flow, specific history, and more. While the Greek and Roman cultures were somewhat like modern Western cultures, the Hebrew Bible was written in the Ancient Near East, a culture which is quite different, and sometimes baffling to American believers. Understanding cultural context will help readers comprehend any biblical message to its contemporary audience. It has been said that a biblical passage cannot mean now what it did not mean when it was written. 
Some biblical concepts describe the culture of their time, but are not required by the Christian faith. Such things have more
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