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Discussion Guide

Real Christianity vs. Almost Christianity
Connecting:

bedrock of the Church today? The life it leads? Why
might this be the case?

•

45 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a way
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work God
is doing in your lives.)
•
In what ways did God move in your life this week? In

•

finds itself moving from being the ruling majority
to a prophetic minority. This requires the Church to
rethink how it navigates and engages the world. In
what ways, if any, does the prospect of this rethinking
affect you? Could you elaborate?

what ways did you respond to him?

•
•

What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously

•

What

•

What might it look like to engage in this rethinking

thank group members for their honesty if they state
they have held back.)

Getting Started:

10 minutes
• How were you taught to live a life of faith? What
were the important hallmarks?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•
•

•

Using the notes, discuss the nature of Christendom
and its state in the world today.
Read Matthew 16.13-20 aloud. Read the text
once more, seeking to be present, observing the
conversation between Jesus and his disciples.
According to Jesus, what is the bedrock of his
Church? To what kind of life does this bedrock lead
his Church? Seek to find as many answers as possible.

Consider the bedrock of the Church and the life
to which this bedrock leads. Would you say this is the

In what ways, if any, does Christendom fit or not fit
with the foundation of the Church and the life to
which this foundation leads? Could you elaborate?
In a world where Christendom is fading, the Church

might keep the Church from this kind of
rethinking? What might make this rethinking
possible?
while seeking to maintain a loving unity in our
fellowships of believers?

•

Consider closing by taking time to pray for the
Church as a whole and for Union Center as we seek
to discover what it means to live as people of faith in
the world in which we live.

Context, Background, and Commentary
Christendom
Christendom

has a number of definitions, each one
dependent upon whether it appears in a secular, Catholic,
or Protestant context. In certain contexts, it can mean the
countries in which Christianity represents the dominant
religion or where enough Christians are present to organize
themselves in some manner. However, the historical sense of
the word refers to the use of Christianity as a geopolitical
power. In this sense, Christendom exists everywhere a
government upholds and promotes Christianity. In such
a setting, Christian values and doctrine infuse and shape

all government institutions and laws. Further, clergy and
Christian laity wield political authority in settings where
Christendom exists. The various forms of this wielding of
authority have taken different shape across the centuries
along a continuum which ranges from the Church serving
as the government to the government agreeing to pursue the
will of the Church.

Generally, historians and theologians agree Christendom
began with Constantine in the 4th Century. In the words
of Malcolm Muggeridge, Christ founded Christianity, but
Constantine founded Christendom. Therefore, some refer
to Christendom as Constantinianism. Under Constantine,
an unspoken agreement was made between the Church
and the government. An understanding came into being
which called upon the Church to support the government
so long as the government pursued a society based on the
teachings and ethics of Jesus. While unspoken, this union
between Christianity and secular power was very real and
binding, so much so Western society knew no other way of
being for almost 14 centuries. However, more recently, this
unspoken alliance between the Church and State has grown
tenuous.

Most historians and theologians now argue Christendom is
dead; that is, modern governments are no longer interested
in upholding the teachings, customs, and practices
of Christianity. When this is the case, by definition,
Christendom no longer exists. When Christendom died is
a matter of debate. Some historians claim it is now dead
while others argue we are witnessing the death throes
of Christendom in the present-day political drama now
unfolding. What is clear is, for America, our own founding
documents set the stage for the end of Christendom. The
First Amendment of the Constitution draws a sharp line
between Church and State in such a way that Christendom
was destined to fall in the American context. The First
Amendment reads:

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging
the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the
people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government
for a redress of grievances.
The opening two lines forbidding the establishment of
religion and prohibiting speech were the death nell for
American Christendom. By forbidding the establishment
of religion, the First Amendment prohibits the government
from pursuing an agenda which upholds the teachings,
customs, and ethics of Christianity over and against other
religions. Further, by granting free speech to American
citizens, the First Amendment cleared the way to force
Christianity to share the public forum giving rise to
other cultural ways of thinking and being. Over time, the

American Republic to which the First Amendment has given
rise is secular, anti-clerical, and, at times, opposed to the
values, customs, and ethos of Christianity itself.
This present state of affairs has caught many Christians by
surprise, often those who have maintained the narrative
that America is a Christian nation, not realizing that the
Constitution itself does not give Christians a seat at the
table of power but prevents any religion from having a seat
at the table of power. Recent Supreme Court decisions have
made clear what has been a reality for some time. American
Christendom is dead. However, the modern political drama
which catapulted Donald Trump to the Presidency with the
assistance of 81% of Evangelical Christians is nothing short
of an attempt to resurrect Christendom. In part, this effort
is due to a conflation between Christianity and Christendom
in the minds of many believers. However, Christendom and
Christianity are not the same. Christendom is a socio-political
reality while Christianity is a religion. Religions rise and fall
in their cultural influence. In the present Western World,
Christianity is shifting from the ruling cultural majority
to a prophetic cultural minority. This requires not only a
rethinking of one’s place within culture as a Christian but
also a rethinking of how the Church goes about relating to
and navigating culture.

The Text

Matthew 16.13-20: Shaped by the Gospel
As emotional beings, our emotions play an important Having
been confronted by the religious leaders (Matthew 16.1-4),
Jesus withdrew with his disciples across the Sea of Galilee.
Jesus used this time to ensure his disciples rightly understand
his ministry and are not infected by the thinking and ways of
being of the Pharisees and the Sadducees (Matthew 16.6).
He does this by engaging his disciples in a conversation about
his identity (Matthew 16.13-20) which allows Jesus to
redirect his disciples’ thinking about the redemptive mission of
God’s Messiah (Matthew 16.21-28).

Drawing his disciples aside, Jesus asks them to tell him who
people thought he was. The answers given reflect that most
people understood Jesus’ prophetic ministry at a minimum,
and some grasped he was part of God’s redemptive movement.
Those who understood Jesus as a Jeremiah-like figure viewed
Jesus as a prophet who focused on judgment and repentance,
a prophet who was rejected by the religious establishment.
Those who understood Jesus as one like Elijah or John the
Baptist saw and heard something more in Jesus, something
which pointed to the culmination of a greater work of God for
his people (Malachi 3.21).
Hearing the report concerning the thinking of the crowds,
Jesus inquired about the thinking of his disciples. Peter spoke
up on behalf of the group noting they believed Jesus to be

the Messiah, the Son of God. While Peter’s reply takes
the form of a title, this title represents a larger narrative
running through the minds of the Jewish people. It was a
narrative which looked forward to a human agent of God
who would function as God’s deliverer and King, ruling
over his people in Zion, the reestablished city of God or new
Jerusalem.

Jesus affirms Peter’s answer as correct, and notes God had
revealed this to Peter because presently humanity did not
recognize Jesus as such. However, Jesus leans into Peter’s
answer indicating that there are deeper implications to Jesus’
identity and the redemptive story which it represents. Jesus
makes a play on the word “rock,” calling Peter a rock and
stating he would build his Church on this rock. Much debate
has been had concerning this word play. Traditionally, the
Catholic Church has argued that Jesus makes Peter the
first Pope while Protestants have argued that the Church
is based on the confession of Jesus as Messiah. Most-likely,
the answer is somewhere in-between. Linguistically, it does
appear that Jesus is equating Peter with the “rock,” but this
does not mean Peter is the first Pope. Rather, the simplest
understanding of the text requires Peter to function as the
first of many people who will make up the Church, a people
who agree to be part of God’s redemptive movement, living
with Jesus as their King. It is this kind of life, a life which is
part of the redemptive movement of God with Jesus as King
which forms the foundation of the Church.
Foundations are important because they give shape to
a building. Foundations define what is and can be with
respect to a building. Therefore, it is this redemptive story
of God with Jesus as King which gives shape to the Church.
Sometimes we call this redemptive story which results in
Jesus being King the gospel. According to Jesus, the Church
shaped by this foundation will have power over the gates
of Hell and be able to bring about permanent Kingdom
realities in the world. While much debate has been had
over the exact meaning of these verses, what is clear is the
Church shaped by the Gospel has much power to influence
this life and the next. In other words, the Church shaped
by the Gospel actively engages the world in such a way that

Kingdom realities take shape.

Luke 10.25-37: Love Gets Messy
Luke 10 records an interaction between Jesus and a religious
expert (Scribe) concerning how to live to obtain eternal
life, the “more” of life which God is moving redemptively
to provide. Hearing the scribe’s question, Jesus points him
back to the Mosaic Law, asking what the Law had to say
in reponse to the question. The scribe notes that the Law
required one to love God and one’s neighbor (Deuteronomy
6.5; Leviticus 19.18). Jesus agrees that this is the true

teaching of the Law and that eternal life is available to those
who do what the Law says concerning loving God and one’s
neighbor.

The scribe is not satisfied with Jesus’ answer because it requires
obedience without qualification. While not specifically stated,
it is clear the scribe has some idea about qualifying the loving
of one’s neighbor which he wants to justify, declare right. He
asks Jesus to clarify what he means by neighbor to see if his
own personal view is correct in Jesus’ eyes. In response, Jesus
tells a parable about a kind Samaritan who shows mercy to
a Jew who had been waylaid by thieves. The Samaritans were
some of the least respected people by the Jews because they
were a people who were not fully Jewish nor did they hold
to a traditional form of Judaism, a result of the Assyrian
invasion in the 8th Century. Such people were unclean and
to be avoided.

In Jesus’ story, this unclean person is the one who loves his
neighbor. Jesus’ parable which makes the Samaritan the hero is
instructive on several levels. First, by making the Samaritan
the hero in opposition to a Priest and Levite, Jesus rebukes
the religious establishment. In other words, the scribe cannot
look to the religious establishment if he wants to discover
how God wants his people to live. While these people knew
the literal word of God, their practice had become corrupt
in their pursuit of power through collusion with the Roman
government. Second, the Samaritan as the hero of the
story indicates that God desires his people to be willing to
cross social and racial lines, as well as give sacrificially of
themselves for their enemy in real and practical ways in their
showing of love. This was the behavior which exemplified the
love of one’s neighbor and Jesus encouraged the scribe to act
in a similar manner.

Real life with Blake:

How am I to live as a follower of Christ? What does it look
like to navigate this world as a person of faith? I know. As a
pastor, I should probably not be asking these questions, but I
am. I am asking, because what I was taught no longer seems to
be working. Perhaps it never really worked. I was taught that
good followers of Jesus read their Bibles, attended Church,
and were good citizens. I am not against any of these things,
but what I see is they are not leading the Church to make a
significant impact on our world. We read our Bibles, worship,
and serve as good citizens as we watch the Kingdom impact of
Christ grow ever smaller. Last time I checked, God’s Kingdom
was to grow, not shrink. Something is off. So, what is going
on?
I think a large part of the issue can be found in the seismic
shift which we are now experiencing in our culture. It is
almost like we are Dorothy in Oz, only no one can point to

the tornado which got us there. It is like one day we woke up
and recognized we were not in Kansas anymore. The world
we knew or thought we knew was gone, and the way we lived
didn’t fit where we now found ourselves. It can be quite
disorienting to find ourselves in this situation, and we are
tempted to react, often with anger. Who changed the rules?
Let’s get them! However, to react in this manner is far from
the best response. It is to allow our emotions to drive the
bus instead of making room for a dialogue between what we
know and feel. The problem is we are not sure what we know.
We can’t make room for this dialogue until we can name the
seismic shift which we are experiencing.

Perhaps the best way to describe the seismic shift in culture
which we find ourselves in is a series of death throes, the death
throes of Christendom. Just to be clear. Christendom is not
the same thing as Christianity. Jesus founded Christianity.
Emperor Constantine founded Christendom. Christendom
is a socio-political reality in which the government agrees
to support and promote the values, customs, and ethics of
Christianity in return for the patriotism of the Church. In
such a setting, government laws and institutions are infused
with the teaching and ethics of Jesus in such a manner the
Church effectively hands off the moral and cultural agenda
of Christianity to the government so all the Church must
do is engage in acts of piety like worship and Bible reading.
However, we don’t live in a world where Christendom is
alive and well. We live in a world where Christendom is dead
and dying, a world where governments are not interested in
upholding and promoting the values, customs, and ethics of
Christianity. In other words, we find ourselves in a secular
society which is indifferent and at times antagonistic to the
moral and cultural agenda of Christianity. One might say,
Christianity is no longer the moral majority but the prophetic
minority. The problem is, we don’t know how to live in this
reality.

We could go round and round about whether this reality is
good or bad. I am a the super-pragmatist. It is and there is
little hope of turning it around. Our own nation’s founding
documents have created the world in which we live. Rather
than spending my time trying to figure out how to get the
government to take up the moral and cultural agenda of
Christianity once more, I would rather spend my time figuring
out how to take up this agenda myself. It is after all, mine to
begin with. It wasn’t until the 4th Century that the Church
handed it off to the government. In many ways, the situation
in which we find ourselves is a gift, an invitation to return to
what it means to be the Church. However, this means we must
ask hard questions like, what does it mean to be the Church?
What does it look like to live as people of faith? What does
it look like to live in such a way that God’s Kingdom might
come and his will might be done? These are hard questions

that require us not only to dig deep within ourselves but to
allow God to change our grid for how we navigate the world.
Personally, this frightens me because such deep change is
never easy or free from pain or struggle. But, I long to see
God’s Kingdom come and his will be done. So, I am open to
the change.

Real life with You:
How are we to live as followers of Jesus in this world? There
was a time in which it was easy to answer this question. You
read your Bible. You attended a local Church. You were a
good citizen. Then everything changed. No one is really sure
when it all changed. It is almost as if we woke up one day
and we found ourselves in a strange land. Actually, the
change has been coming for over 200 years, but we were not
paying attention, and now there is no going back. Perhaps,
it is good that we can’t go back. What we need is to figure
out a way forward. The biggest issue we face in the world in
which we now find ourselves is one which involves the role of
the government. There was a time when the government was
willing to support and promote the moral, social, and ethical
vision of Christianity. We don’t live in that world anymore.
We live in a world where we are now the minority. Rather
than trying to figure out how to bend the majority to our will,
it is better how to figure out how to live as that minority. How
do we live as the Church? This is a difficult process because it
will require us to be open, to be teachable, to allow God to
rearrange our grid for navigating this world. This is difficult
for many of us, but this is actually the essence of the journey
of faith. The journey of faith is all about change, moving from
the people we are to the people we are meant to be. While the
place where we find ourselves is painful, it is also necessary
in our experience of God’s sanctifying work. This week, take
some time to consider how willing you are to open yourself
to God’s sanctifying (changing) work. Are you willing to be
open and teachable? Are you willing for the Holy Spirit to
change the way you understand and interact with the world?
Why might this be the case? What might stand in the way of
being open in this way? What might it look like to be open in
this way? Take time this week to explore these questions. You
might consider exploring them with others and journaling
your thoughts.
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