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At the Table Series

To those who love God and love His church —

who have not given up on either one,

even on the days it would have been easier to.

And to the four who sat silent through the briefing

longer than they wanted to,

because some of us are still listening

before we are ready to speak.
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Introducing Socrates · Christian · Derek · Caleb · Rachel · Tamar


Preface — The Briefing: Socrates and Christian Set the Table


Derek, Caleb, Rachel, and Tamar are present and silent — they listen, they do not yet speak



The Four Rails

Rail One — The Ultimate Enemy Is Spiritual, Not Human

Rail Two — People Captive to Those Systems Are Image-Bearers Needing Rescue

Rail Three — Those Same People Are a Real and Present Danger

Rail Four — The Church Must Be Ruthlessly Honest About Its Own History

The Tactics

The Tactics of Satan — The Garden, Job, and the Temptation of Jesus

The Tactics of the World — Normalization, Ridicule, Redefined Language, Institutional Capture, False Compassion

The Role of the Flesh — Where the Enemy Gets His Best Work Done

Scripture Spine Reference

Ephesians 6:10-18  ·  Matthew 16:18  ·  Daniel 10  ·  2 Corinthians 10:3-5

John 10:10  ·  2 Timothy 4:14-15  ·  Revelation 12:17  ·  Isaiah 54:17

Romans 1:18-32  ·  Judges 21:25  ·  Psalm 2:1-4  ·  Luke 15:11-32  ·  John 4:1-30

Philippians 3:13-14  ·  1 Peter 1:15-16  ·  Hebrews 12:1-2  ·  Matthew 25:14-30  ·  John 8:11

Proverbs 1:7  ·  Proverbs 14:12  ·  Proverbs 17:15  ·  James 1:14-15  ·  James 4:1-4

Part One — Naming the Enemy


Establishing who the enemy is and how he operates — the diagnostic tools the table will later turn inward



Dialogue One — We Fight Not Against Flesh and Blood

Dialogue Two — The Gates of Hell Do Not Chase You

Dialogue Three — Princes Behind Nations: What Daniel Saw

Dialogue Four — The Coalition Paradox: United by Hatred, Divided Without It

Dialogue Five — "Useful Idiots: The Perfect World and the People Who Ruin It." 

Part Two — Turning the Diagnosis Inward


The same tools, now applied to the church itself



Dialogue Six — Derek: The Slow Drift of Proximity


The Lot pattern — Genesis 13, 19 · Pergamum and Thyatira, Revelation 2


Dialogue Seven — Caleb: Strength Spent on Appetite


The Samson pattern — Judges 13-16 · Sardis, Revelation 3


Dialogue Eight — Rachel: Faithful in Babylon


The Daniel pattern — Daniel 1, 6, 10 · Philadelphia, Revelation 3


Dialogue Nine — Tamar: Is the Pursuit Still Real?


The Gomer pattern — Hosea 1-3 · Ephesus and Laodicea, Revelation 2-3


Part Three — Why the Church in the West Looks Weak


The five causes, examined together through Israel's cycles and the Seven Churches



Dialogue Ten — We Adopted the World's Tactics


Israel's pattern of compromise with surrounding nations' gods · Pergamum's Balaam, Thyatira's Jezebel


Dialogue Eleven — We Work in the Flesh, Not the Spirit


Israel's sacrifices God called worthless, Isaiah 1 and Amos 5 · Sardis: a name that you are alive, but you are dead


Dialogue Twelve — Defensive, Prayerless, and Gospel Off-Center


Daniel's twenty-one days · Philadelphia's open door vs. the other six · Ephesus, the love that was lost


Dialogue Thirteen — Repent and Sin No More: The Root Beneath the Roots


Selfishness and pride as the root the other four causes grow from

The woman at the well, John 4 — sin hidden in plain sight, exposed not by accusation but by worship

Laodicea, Revelation 3 — rich, increased with goods, in need of nothing; pride that cannot see itself



Part Four — Both Prodigal, Choices Different


The church through the years, read through Luke 15



Dialogue Fourteen — The Church Through the Years: Both Prodigal Sons


The son who ran — Tamar's pattern, the church's seasons of open rebellion and return

The son who stayed — Derek's pattern, the church's seasons of dutiful, joyless, self-righteous drift

Luke 15:11-32 · The Father's posture toward both — not behavior corrected, but coming home to who He is



Closing

Why Are These Things Happening? — Socrates Asks the Table Once More

Look Back to Look Forward — The Aim Was Always Higher


Look back — Philippians 3:13-14, remembering rightly without living there

Aim higher — 1 Peter 1:15-16, be holy, for He is holy; the standard was never lowered

Be who you were made to be, with what you have — Matthew 25:14-30, each servant given according to his own ability

Just take the next right step — John 8:11, go and sin no more; no leap required, only the next step

Hebrews 12:1-2 — the cloud of witnesses, looking to Jesus



A Final Word to Each — Derek, Caleb, Rachel, and Tamar Are Sent Out


Each voice receives one charge, in their own pattern, not a lecture but a sending



Socrates Takes His Leave


The one table where he came in only asking questions and left with something to aim at himself
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This book was not written to make you angry at the world.

It would be easy to write that book. The evidence is everywhere, and a good portion of it sits inside these pages — coalitions that hate each other the moment a common enemy disappears, revolutions that devour the very people who built them, a culture that calls the church intolerant while marching arm in arm with the most intolerant systems on earth. If you came looking for that case to be made, you will find it made here, and made honestly.

But that is not why this book exists.

This book exists because of a harder question, one that does not let the church off as easily as pointing at everyone else's contradictions. If the gates of Hell cannot prevail against Christ's church — if that promise is still true, right now, in our lifetime — then why does the church in the West look like it is losing? Why does it feel tired, defensive, divided, and quieter than it used to be in rooms where it once spoke first?

That is the question this book is actually trying to answer. Not “look how broken they are.” But “why are we so weak, when we were never supposed to be.”

You are going to sit at a table with six voices. Two of them — Socrates and Christian — will be familiar if you have read other volumes in this series. Four of them will be new, and I built them on purpose to be people you recognize, because you have likely been one of them at some point, or you are one of them now, or you love someone who is. They are not villains. They are not strawmen set up to be knocked down. They are the church, looked at honestly.

I am asking you to sit through the whole table before you decide what you think. The early dialogues spend real time naming the actual enemy and the actual battlefield, because you cannot diagnose weakness correctly until you know what you are actually up against. It would be a mistake to rush past that material to get to the part about the church's own failure — the two are not separate conversations. They are the same conversation.

Read it as you would sit at any honest table. Let the questions land before you reach for the answer. And when the four at the table are finally asked to speak — after a long briefing in which they only listened — give them the same patience you would want extended to yourself.

— Dennis R. Piearcy
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Every soldier needs to know two things before the battle begins: who the enemy is, and why his own side keeps losing ground.

Most books about spiritual warfare only answer the first question. They name the enemy, describe his tactics, quote Ephesians 6, and stop there — as if naming him were the same as defeating him. This book asks the second question too, and it does not let the church look away from it.

Here is the claim this entire book is built on: Jesus said the gates of Hades would not prevail against His church. That is not a hopeful sentiment. It is a stated outcome, spoken by the only person whose word on the matter actually settles anything. Gates do not advance. Gates hold ground defensively. If the gates of Hell are the ones that cannot withstand the assault, then the church was never supposed to be the one cowering behind walls, managing its own slow retreat, grateful for whatever ground it still holds going into next year.

And yet, across much of the West, that is exactly the posture the church has settled into. Attendance curves point one direction. Denominations argue about how to manage decline rather than how to advance. An entire generation has grown up assuming Christianity is something that used to matter more than it does now. If you have felt this — if you have sat in a pew, or stood in a pulpit, or simply watched the data and felt something sink in your chest — this book was written for that feeling. Not to make it worse. To ask whether it is actually true, and if it is, why.

The first nine dialogues in this book examine the real enemy — not in the abstract, but through Scripture, through the tactics he has used since the garden, and through one of the most documented and devastating case studies in modern history: how revolutionary coalitions unite against a common enemy and then turn on themselves the moment that enemy is gone. Iran in 1979 will receive the most attention, because no modern example shows the pattern more clearly or more painfully — the same voices that helped tear down the old order were among the first imprisoned, exiled, or executed by the new one. That pattern is not unique to Iran. It is the enemy's fingerprint, and once you have seen it once, you will see it everywhere, including, if we are honest, in the church's own history.

But naming the enemy outside the church is only half the work. Beginning with Dialogue Six, four new voices take their seats at the table — Derek, Caleb, Rachel, and Tamar. Each one carries the shape of a biblical pattern. Derek drifted the way Lot drifted, by slow proximity rather than sudden rebellion. Caleb burned real gifting on undisciplined appetite, the way Samson did. Rachel has remained faithful in a hostile environment without compromise or withdrawal, the way Daniel did. Tamar walked away for years and has come back wondering if the pursuit was ever real, the way Gomer's story only makes sense in light of Hosea's relentless love.

These four do not speak right away. They sit through a briefing first — the Preface — in which Socrates and Christian lay out everything the table will need before anyone is asked to apply it to their own life. That is intentional. The confrontation in this book always follows the teaching. No one is asked a hard question about themselves before they have first heard, clearly, what the actual battle is.

From Dialogue Ten onward, the diagnosis turns fully inward. Why has the church adopted the world's tactics instead of recognizing them? Why does so much of what looks like ministry run on the energy of the flesh instead of the power of the Spirit? Why has the church settled into a defensive, prayerless posture with the gospel quietly moved off-center? And underneath all three of those — what is the root they all grow from? The fourteenth dialogue answers that last question through two of the most familiar verses in all of Scripture and two of the least understood: the prodigal who ran, and the brother who stayed and was just as lost.

The book does not end on diagnosis. It ends on a charge — because naming what is wrong without pointing toward what is right leaves a reader informed and discouraged, and that has never been the purpose of this series. Look back to remember rightly. Aim higher, because the standard of holiness was never lowered, only quietly forgotten. Be who God actually made you to be, using what is actually in your hand, not someone else's calling or someone else's gifting. And take the next right step, however small, in the right direction. That is not a lesser charge than the world's call to revolution. It may be the only one that has ever actually worked.

Socrates will ask the hardest questions in this book, as he always does. Christian will keep returning the table to the text, as he always does. But this time, the four voices answering are not the world outside the church's doors. They are the church. That is what makes this volume different from anything else in this series, and it is why I believe it may be the most necessary one.
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Armor of God

The defensive and offensive equipment described in Ephesians 6:10-18: truth, righteousness, the gospel of peace, faith, salvation, and the word of God, carried into a battle that is spiritual rather than physical.

Coalition Paradox

The pattern, observed throughout history and examined at length in this volume, in which groups with little in common unite around a shared enemy and then turn on one another once that enemy is removed from the picture.

Flesh

In this book, not merely physical appetite, but the entire orientation of the self toward self-sufficiency, self-protection, and self-justification, operating independently of the Holy Spirit — including, and perhaps especially, when it is dressed in religious language.

Gates of Hell (Gates of Hades)

The image used by Jesus in Matthew 16:18. Gates are defensive structures. They hold ground; they do not advance. The promise that the gates of Hell will not prevail against the church identifies the church, not the enemy, as the party on offense.

Offensive Posture

The book's central corrective to a church that has settled into defending shrinking ground. An offensive posture advances against the structures that hold people captive, not against the people themselves, in order to rescue rather than to conquer.

Princes (Territorial Spirits)

The spiritual forces referenced in Daniel 10, described as standing behind specific nations and resisting the purposes of God. Their presence does not diminish God's sovereignty; it explains, in part, the delay and intensity of certain spiritual battles.

Prodigal, Both Kinds

Drawn from Luke 15. The younger son was prodigal in open rebellion; the elder son was prodigal in hidden resentment and self-righteousness. Both were lost. Both needed the same Father.

Provisionist

The theological framework underlying this entire series: the atonement of Christ is genuinely available to all people, received through a real and meaningful human choice, made possible by the cooperative, non-coercive work of the Holy Spirit.

Rails, The Four

The four theological guardrails that govern every dialogue in this book: the ultimate enemy is spiritual, not human; people captive to evil systems are image-bearers needing rescue; those same people can still pose a real and present danger; and the church must be honest about the times it has used God's name for worldly harm.

Stronghold

A term used in 2 Corinthians 10:3-5 for an argument, ideology, or imagination that exalts itself against the knowledge of God. Strongholds in this book are treated as primarily intellectual and cultural, not merely demonic in some abstract sense, and as something the church has genuine weapons against.

Useful Idiot

A term with origins in revolutionary politics, describing a sympathizer who unknowingly helps a movement that will later discard, imprison, or destroy them once their usefulness has ended. This pattern recurs throughout the historical material in this book, most pointedly in the case of Iran's 1979 revolution.

World (Kosmos)

Not the physical earth, but the organized system of values, pressures, and rewards described throughout the New Testament as opposed to the purposes of God — operating through normalization, ridicule, redefinition of language, institutional capture, and false compassion.
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Six voices sit at this table. Two of them have sat at every table in this series. Four of them are new, and each was built on the shape of a person from Scripture — not named after them, but patterned after the choices that defined them.

Socrates

Holds no position of his own. He asks. He presses every voice toward the end of its own logic, and he does not allow comfortable inconsistency to pass unexamined. He is not cruel, but he is relentless, and at this table, for the first time in the series, he will leave with something to aim at himself.

Christian

A pastor of thirty-five years. He does not run the table — Socrates does that — but he steps in at the moments that matter most, anchoring whatever has just been exposed back to the text. He sees the people across from him the way God sees them: image-bearers in need of a heart turned toward Him. He has buried people. He has watched institutions fail the very people they claimed to serve. He still believes, because the promise was never that the church would be comfortable. It was that the gates would not prevail.

Derek

Carries the shape of Lot. Mid-fifties, respected, successful, the kind of man a church is glad to have on its board. Nothing dramatic ever happened to Derek. He simply kept pitching his tent a little closer to wherever comfort, approval, and influence happened to be, year after year, until he was sitting in a gate he never remembers walking through.

Caleb

Carries the shape of Samson. Late thirties, genuinely and visibly gifted — the kind of person a congregation builds a platform around without asking many questions. His strength was never the problem. What he spent it on is. He has not been blinded yet. He is still telling himself the haircut does not matter.

Rachel

Carries the shape of Daniel. A woman in her late twenties or early thirties, faithful in a professional world that has made her faith cost her real things — promotion, comfort, belonging in rooms where everyone else laughs at the same joke. She has never left Babylon, and she has never bowed to it either. She is proof that what the others at the table call impossible is, in fact, being lived.

Tamar

Carries the shape of Gomer — not Hosea, the prophet who pursued, but the one who was pursued. She grew up inside the church, walked away from it for more than a decade, and has only recently, hesitantly, come back to its edges. She is not cynical and she is not arguing theology. She is wounded by her own choices, and she genuinely does not know if she is welcome, or if the kind of relentless pursuit Hosea describes was ever actually real, or only ever a story told about somebody else.

All four of them are present from the very first page. They do not speak in the Preface. They listen, the way a soldier listens to a briefing before being sent into the field — because the confrontation in this book always follows the teaching, never the other way around.
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The table was set before anyone else arrived.

Socrates was already seated when Christian came in, and for a while neither of them spoke. It was Christian who broke the silence.

CHRISTIAN “You asked me to come early.”

SOCRATES “I did. Four more are coming, and before they sit down and start defending themselves, I wanted the two of us to agree on what we are actually here to discuss. I have a suspicion that everyone arriving today already believes they know what this conversation is about. I doubt any of them are right.”

CHRISTIAN “What do you think it's about?”

SOCRATES “I think that everyone in the world right now is very good at identifying their enemies. Governments name them. Movements name them. Your church names them, more often than I suspect you would like to admit. What almost no one seems able to do is name the enemy correctly, and fewer still seem willing to ask why, if the enemy has truly been correctly named and has truly been promised defeat, the side that claims the promise still looks so much like it is losing.”

Christian was quiet for a moment.

CHRISTIAN “That's a fair question.”

SOCRATES “It is the only question. Everything else is detail.”

The door opened, and the four of them came in together — Derek first, the kind of man who is comfortable in any room he enters, followed by Caleb, who greeted Socrates by name before he had been introduced to him, then Rachel, who took the seat closest to the door, and last, Tamar, who hesitated on the threshold long enough that Christian rose halfway from his chair before she finally crossed it and sat down.

SOCRATES “You're not going to ask us anything today. I want to be honest about that from the start, because I think it will help you listen better than if you spend this first conversation preparing your answers. Christian and I are going to talk for a while. You are going to hear things named that you may already feel in your own life and have never had words for. I am not going to ask you to respond to any of it yet. I only ask that you actually hear it.”

DEREK “That's unusual.”

SOCRATES “So is the subject. Christian, begin where you always begin.”

Christian opened to a passage he had read more times than he could count, and somehow it still felt like the first time every time he read it aloud at a table like this one.

CHRISTIAN “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.”

SOCRATES “Say more.”

CHRISTIAN “This is where every conversation about the church's strength or weakness has to start, because if you get this wrong, everything after it is wrong too. The enemy is not a person. It is not a political party, not a generation, not a culture, not even a specific ideology, though all of those can be used by what is actually behind them. The moment the church starts treating people as the enemy, it has already lost the actual battle, because it is now fighting an opponent it was never equipped to fight and ignoring the one it was.”

SOCRATES “And yet, people do real harm. Real people, acting on real beliefs, have done devastating things to the church and to people the church loves. Are you saying that doesn't matter?”

CHRISTIAN “I'm saying it matters enormously, and both things are true at once. Paul wrote that we don't wrestle against flesh and blood in one letter, and in another he wrote, beware of Alexander the coppersmith, he has done me great harm. He didn't see a contradiction in writing both. Neither do I. You can know the ultimate enemy is spiritual and still recognize that a person standing in front of you, captured by that enemy, can genuinely hurt you. Wisdom holds both. Naivety only holds one.”

Rachel was watching him closely. Tamar was looking at the table.

CHRISTIAN “There's something else that has to be said before we go any further, because I don't trust any diagnosis that isn't honest about its own side first. Millions of people across history have been murdered in the name of God. Crusades. Inquisitions. Wars dressed up in Scripture that were really about land and power and pride. When that happened, the people doing it had stopped fighting the real enemy and picked up the world's weapons instead, and called them holy. That is not a footnote to this conversation. That is the warning underneath all of it. The enemy does not care what banner is flying over the people he's using. He is just as pleased to work through a coalition that hates the church as he is to work through a church that has forgotten who it actually fights.”

SOCRATES “So where does that leave us, sitting here, today, in a much smaller and much quieter version of all of that?”

CHRISTIAN “It leaves us asking the question that's actually brought everyone to this table. If the gates of Hell cannot prevail against the church — and Jesus said they cannot — why does the church, at least in much of the West, look like it's losing ground? Gates don't chase you. Gates hold a position defensively. If we are the ones who have been backing up for decades, managing decline, playing defense, something has gone wrong that has nothing to do with whether the promise is true. The promise is true. The question is what we've done with it.”

No one at the table spoke. Derek was looking somewhere past Christian's shoulder. Caleb's jaw had tightened slightly. Rachel had not moved. Tamar still had not lifted her eyes from the table.

SOCRATES “We are going to spend a great deal of time looking at the enemy as he actually operates — in the garden, against Job, against Christ Himself, and in some of the most documented and painful chapters of modern history, where coalitions that hated nothing more than each other united for a season against a common target, and devoured one another the moment that target was gone. That part of the conversation matters, and I do not intend to rush it.”

CHRISTIAN “But that is not where this book ends.”

SOCRATES “No. It ends with the four of you. Not because you are the problem in some special sense the rest of the church is not. But because each of you is carrying something the church as a whole is carrying, and I suspect that by the time we are finished, every reader sitting where you are sitting now will recognize at least one of you as themselves.”

Derek almost said something and then didn't.

SOCRATES “For today, you only need to listen. No one is going to ask you to defend yourself yet. I only ask that when the time comes, you answer as honestly as Christian has just spoken.”

He looked around the table once, at all four of them in turn, the way a man looks at soldiers before he tells them where the front actually is.

SOCRATES “Let's begin.”
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Before the table speaks again, four commitments need to be set down plainly. They are not background. They are the rails the entire conversation runs on, and every dialogue in this book — without exception — stays inside them. Drop any one of the four and the book becomes something dangerous: either a naive church that cannot recognize real danger, or a hard one that has started treating people as the enemy it was warned not to fight.

Hold all four at once. That is the discipline this book is asking of you.
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