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SERMON: Counterfeit Christianity: Blessings, Beatings, and bling  Deuteronomy 28:1-27, 1 Peter 4:12-16 

This week I want to address something briefly given the season of the church year we are engaging, the season of Lent.   The series thus far may not 

seem that òLentyó, however Iõd like to orient us towards how they connect.   Lent begins with Ash Wednesday, a day of repentance.   We are led into 

this time where we are encouraged to connect with God more intentionally for the purpose of the transformation that repentance brings, and to pre-

pare us for the coming of Holy Week and more significantly Good Friday and Easter Sunday. 

Our series is all about authenticity.  Our intention is to unpack pieces of the Christian tradition that may not necessarily hold up to scripture and/or 

the example of Jesus.   This is very much in keeping with the spirit of Lent.   Taking time to discern our faith so that we can have greater clarity as to 

who God is and what it is to believe as correctly as we can in God.   What greater preparation to honor and celebrate Christ and the gravity and enor-

mity of the crucifixion and resurrection than to grow in our faith to know Him all the greater and with greater understanding. 

As we go through the next few weeks, I think youõll find that we are going to dial in much more closely to sensibilities that bring us right into what the 

season is preparing us for, the events that bring us into a redeeming relationship with God. 

So far, this series, at least for me, has been very interesting.    Weõve tackled some counterfeit ideas, we took a break last week and did a message 

outside the series, and this week I find that what Iõd planned just isnõt going to work.   I had thought we could cover all three of the segments in the 

sermon title in one Sunday.  In fact, given how they are related to one another, I almost felt we needed to.   Then working through it even up to yester-

day, things changed.   First I thought we could break it into two weeks.   What we are going to do is let each aspect of the title have its own week.   One 

for blessing, one for beatings, one for bling. 

The counterfeit notions weõre considering are as follows:  What is blessing and how do we acquire it? That the evidence of a strong and genuine faith 

is that we have received the blessings of health and wealth.  On the exact opposite, that the evidence of a strong and genuine faith is that we are 

enduring suffering and the level of suffering equates to depth of faith.   As you know, one of the things weõve looked at is the idea of both/and being 

held in tension.  I donõt know that this is one of those places.   When we are talking about metrics for measurement, the standard doesnõt bend out of 

convenience.   I canõt say when things are going my way that prosperity and health are the metrics of a strong faith and then when I get sick and hit a 

patch where itõs hard to make ends meet that going without and suffering is the metric.   Even more confusing is when both messages are preached 

from the same pulpit depending on whatõs going on. 

This week we are looking at the idea that the metrics of a strong and genuine faith are the blessings of health and wealth.  This is also known as the 

prosperity gospel or prosperity theology. 

The issue with this particular idea is the same as with many weõve seen.   There is a Biblical beginning to the idea, however itõs incomplete.   The Bibli-

cal witness goes beyond the simplistic notion to something far deeper and richer.   With the prosperity gospel, it has its root right here in Deuterono-

my, and to a lesser extent to a quote from Jesus in the gospels.   Here in Deuteronomy we canõt ignore that there is a very direct line drawn from obedi-

ence to health and wealth.  In fact Alex probably would have much rather read my summary of these verses than the long passage.   Essentially it says 

òbe good and youõll be healthy and wealthy, be bad and youõll be broke and sick.ó   As a result, we canõt dismiss that sometimes blessing may really 

look like material wealth and health or healing.   The healing piece certainly is evident in the New Testament with the healings of Jesus and the apos-

tles. 

The New Testament has Jesus saying òI came that you might have live and have it more abundantly.ó   Abundantly in this regard gets equated with 

having money and a well body and a comfort and ease about living.   Weõll see shortly that this doesnõt do justice to the reality of Jesusõ example or 

teaching. 

Sticking with Deuteronomy, we have to ask the question that weõve asked other times before.   Is this timeless or timebound?  Is this for those then 

and there or for all people through all time?   Is this old or new covenant? 

I think given its location in the Old Testament we can surmises it is connected to the old covenant.   The Old Testament itself then bears out clarifica-

tion on whether or not it is for all people at all times, and it is cemented in the example of Jesus and the early church. 

In the Old Testament, first letõs consider the book of Job.   Written in the style of an epic poem, Job famously wrestles with the question òwhy do bad 

things happen to good people?ó   Job who is blameless is stripped of everything he has from his children, to his wealth, to his health.   His òfriendsó 

come accusing him of wrongdoing because they believe that the only reason for the bad to have come is that heõs sinned.   In the end God reprimands 

the òfriendsó for their faulty accusations, and Job is humbled essentially admitting that he doesnõt really understand but nevertheless recognizes the 

greatness of God. 

The Psalms have similar passages.   Many are written as the Psalmist cries out to God because they see the wicked prospering and the righteous 

suffering.   They find the unfairness hard to bear.   As they air their lament, most often they end with the sentiment òyet still I will trust in you O Lord.ó 

The prophets also have their issues.  As Judah and Israel are taken into exile in Assyria and Babylon, they rail against God at the injustice of seeing 

the good swept up with the bad.    Once again, the good rather than harboring ill will towards God for not òmaking goodó on giving them their health 

and wealth continue in faithfulness.   One need look no further than Daniel to see this. 

Even in the Old Testament alone, is health and wealth the mark of strong and genuine faith?   No.   In fact in the Psalms sometimes it is a result of 

wickedness.   

Jesus goes even further.  He promises not wealth and ease for His followers but suffering and persecution.  In fact if we look at the lives of the disci-

ples we see the opposite.   òThe birds have nests, the foxes have dens, but the son of God has nowhere to lay His head.ó   The disciples being sent not 

with a bund of cash but with only what they possess into ministry.  The early apostles being jailed, tortured, and/or ministered.   None of this sounds 

healthy or wealthy.  Rather it all sounds passionately sancrificial. 

 



 

Genuine faith isnõt about the self indulgent, itõs about the self sacrificing.   Itõs never about the selfish gain.   Itõs far more about the self giving that 

results in the gain of God. 

Now weõre getting to what it isnõt.  Wealth and health donõt define the success of faith, nor do they define Its failure.   Health and wealth are just as 

possibly an end of ungodliness as godliness.   It can be luck or intention, roll of the dice or genetics.   Wealth can be acumen and shrewdness far 

more as likely as the hand of God.  The point being that any of the above, health and wealth, could be attributed to God, but more likely attributed 

to circumstance. 

So what about devoutness and blessing of health and wealth?  We see that they arenõt necessarily related.  At least not in the practical sense.    For 

the largest part, faithfulness isnõt necessarily resultant in temporal health and wealth, though it is resultant in spiritual health and wealth.  This 

isnõt demonizing wealth.   It merely understands that it can be result of Godly or wicked practice.   It can be providence or luck.   It can be both de-

served and undeserved.   

What is so problematic about this prosperity theology and thus the need to correct it? 

The destruction is tied to at least the following: 

It deifies selfishness demonizes need and illness:  This is destructive to any sense of mission.   I donõt need to help those in need because itõs 

simply a lack of faith, not a need in need of aid.  They just need to believe and pray harder and everything will fall into place. 

It is destructive to those in need.   Illness and need are the times we need to feel most tied into the hope of God.    This sentiment tells us that we 

are the most removed.  The most distant.    In the moment it is a void, not presence of hope.   Should circumstances not improve, it shows a false 

and callous God, or at least a God of false representatives.  When held up under a light of reality, over time this gospel has a real potential to alien-

ate church goers, let alone those who do not yet believe. 

It is a dangerous metric.   As itõs evident that gain and loss can be the condition of both Godly and ungodly, to assume that my gain is a result of 

Godliness is errant and dangerous.   It may not be at all and to assume such might be to embrace wicked ways.   Conversely, my want and need 

may be resulting from faithfulness, and changing course is not repentant, but compromising. 

So if health and wealth arenõt a metric for faithfulness, what is? 

This is a relatively simple one.   In fact Paul uses it often when trying to define what life in the Spirit looks like as he writes his letters.   Our faithful-

ness is demonstrated by the fruit we bear.  Fruit of heart and fruit of deed and life.   Does our heart bear out the Spirit of Christ?  Do our lives reflect 

that Spirit?   Thatõs pretty much it.   The metric is simple to define, though not always easy to live out.    

We know what fruit looks like because itõs famously given a framework in Galatians.  Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithful-

ness, gentleness and self-control. 

There is something incredible and wonderful about these fruits.   They are intangible.   Health and wealth are limited.   Wealth is limited by how 

much of it is available.   Health is often an end in and of itself.   If faithfulness is about bearing fruit, the question isnõt if we have it.   The question is 

what to do with what we have. 

Intangibles are infinite.   They can be expressed in unlimited ways in every circumstance and moment.    Kindness can be shown everywhere and 

always.  Patience in a world of instant gratification is unique and helps us embrace the other fruits in word and deed.   Self-control is more than 

just at the buffet line.   Itõs any time extremes of feeling overcome us, and reigning them back so as not to ruin an opportunity or relationship by 

acting rashly.   Joy is an experience of the heart that informs everything we do. 

These are where the light of Christ shines most brightly from us.   The character and attitudes cultivated when we aspire to the fruits of the Spirit 

are the result of a transforming faith that has taken hold of us and we have taken a hold of it.   A standard of what genuine faith looks like should 

make us stand out from the world.   Everyone wants health and wealth, thatõs nothing new or special.   On the other hand constantly and consist-

ently embodying these fruits is different.  It is special.   It stands out from the crowd. 

A standard of faith also has to apply across the board in every circumstance, culture, and reality.   Again, the infinite nature of this fruit includes 

that it doesnõt matter how big a bank account is or how healthy or infirm we may be, we can still exude these qualities and make a difference.   One 

of the great compliments I love to hear when I make a hospital visits is the nurse gushing over what a pleasure it is to care for their patient.   Even 

on our backs in a hospital bed, we can still shine brightly in someoneõs day. 

When we reach for this standard, we may not win the big bucks, and it may not guarantee that the next day weõll be free from a cold or a stomach 

bug or otherwise.   It does guarantee that we gain access to intangible blessing that money canõt buy.   It is the blessing of feeling the warmth of 

God in our heart from a job well done.   We feel it, because striving for Christ has never been only about ourselves.   Itõs also about each other.   

When we see one another and focus our fruit outward, we inspire people to faith and change.   In this slow transformation, the lives transformed 

transform the world more into the image of the Kingdom of God.   

 

 

BIBLE STUDY: John 21 

This week we close out the gospel of John.   Last week we noted that there is strong opinion that chapter 21 was added later than the rest of the 

gospel.   The way chapter 20 ends is one evidence of this.   Also, the telling of chapter 21 seems a bit inconsistent with the rest of the gospel in 

terms of style.   At the time the church had established a structure to it, and this chapter gives form to how that structure got off and running.   From 

the unusual noting of a cluster of disciples by name all at once to the dual sense of how the beloved disciple and Peterõs trajectories of ministry 

play out, there is a sends of both community and leadership passed from Jesus to His followers for the purpose of establishing a church. 

The scene starts out with the disciples fishing.   It was noted on Tuesday that perhaps this wasnõt unusual as they would have had to make provi-

sion for their own food.   At the same time, John has used scenes to communicate more than the physical of a circumstance, and this is likely the 

case here.   The disciples havenõt seized on the commission Jesus gave them when he òbreathed the Holy Spirit on themó.  They were likely aimless 

in ministry and returned to the familiar. 

One more time Jesus appears to them.  They donõt recognize Him at first, but there He is on the shore.   I would like to think that when he asks them 

if theyõve got any fish itõs with the tone of a friend goofing on them.   Many of us have had that moment where we know a friend is frustrated and ask 

a question just to get under their skin in a playful way.   What better way than knowing they hadnõt caught any fish all night and asking how much 

theyõd reeled in? 

He asks them for fish, and sets them up for the gift Heõs about to bestow.  òToss the net on the right side!ó   Imagine their frustration.   How often 

have we ourselves been working on something, particularly something we may be skilled at, without success, and someone seemingly less skilled 

pops in with a suggestion?   Can you hear the grumble in the boat?  òRight side, like we havenõt tried the right side a thousand times last nighté..ó  

Yet like happens when we listen to the right voice, success! 



 

Already John is sending a message.   When they take matters into their own hands, they flounder.   When they listen to the voice of Christ there is 

success.   John is also already moving our minds to other stories familiar to the life of Jesus.   While not in Johnõs gospel, this image of advising 

them on where to cast their net harkens to the synoptics when the disciples were first called. 

It also moves the story towards an illustration of the calling Jesus is about to launch them into.   He will make them fishers of men.  The haul of 

fish is more than they could hope for or dream.   Upon seeing that itõs Jesus, Peter jumps in the water and swims to shore.   Often seen in a place 

of prominence among the twelve, Peter is the one who officially brings the fish to the shore.   Where?  To Jesus.   The disciples will begin on a mis-

sion to inspire hundreds, perhaps thousands, and through the ages millions and billions to come to Christ. 

Jesus invites them to some breakfast.   Heõs multiplied their fish, and now offers them some bread and fish for breakfast.   òHe took the bread and 

gave it to themó is reminiscent of the Last Supper.   John doesnõt mention the institution of communion, nevertheless communion was a part of 

the churchõs tradition at the point he wrote the gospel.   In different ways heõs used communion language to point us to this sacrament.   Also, 

once again here they are on the banks of the Sea of Galilee, where Jesus multiplied the loaves and fishes to feed thousands.   Adding to this re-

calling earlier incidents, we remember that on the Sea of Galilee there was another time Peter jumped overboard in pursuit of Jesus, when He 

walked on water. 

In addition to this kind of walk down memory lane, a meal also paints a picture of intimacy.   Breaking bread is more than food.   Itõs fellowship 

and community.   Itõs a deepening of relationship.   One more time Jesus draws near the disciples before He ascends.  Noteworthy is that the Son 

of God who has been Glorified is still a model of servant love.   The disciples donõt feed Jesus, He feeds them. 

After the meal, three times Jesus asks Peter òdo you love Me?ó  One for each of Peterõs denials.    If there was any rift between the two, it is gone.  

Jesus refers to Peter more formally, or perhaps more intimately, as He did when Peter was called.   For my take, I would suggest that this is less 

about Jesus still needing to forgive anything on Peterõs part, nor about any lack of Peterõs love.   The denials likely wore on Peter, particularly after 

seeing Jesus resurrected.   Here Jesus gives an opportunity for Peter to overcome guilt and maybe fully forgive himself. 

Jesus also throws back to the Last Supper.   In that conversation He tells the disciples that to love Him is to obey Him.   Love for Jesus, particularly 

when He has returned to the Father, isnõt just some feeling or idea, it is an action.   The action Jesus commands to Peter, and the disciples, is to 

òfeed My lambsó.   To take care of His sheep.   Who is Jesus?  The Good Shepherd.  Now the torch of shepherding is being passed to the ones who 

would begin the early church. 

The description of Peterõs future, along with the knowledge of where the fish would be is another instance of John reminding us that Jesus is all 

knowing.   Throughout the gospel we get the sense that Jesus is never taken by surprise and innately prepared for whatever is placed before Him 

or going on around Him.   The description of what lies in store is both relatable and illustrative. 

It is relatable to many who have passed from youth to middle age to being, as I call it, more òwell seasoned.ó   Faculties begin to fade even as we 

grow to appreciate the years weõve had and have left all the more. 

Specifically to Peter, his òoutstretched armsó predict his death by crucifixion.   This is certainly a place heõd not want to go.   The other sense of 

Peterõs moving from freedom to being bound to another applies more broadly. 

Before coming to relationship with Christ there were no bounds.  Life was as absolute in freedom as it could be.   After coming into relationship 

with Christ we become, as Paul puts it, slaves to Christ.  We are captive to Christ.   This isnõt some begrudging drudgery.  It is a joyful and chosen 

surrender.  òOur lives are not our own.ó   They belong to God and so we submit to striving to use them as God calls.  In the surrender we become 

free from the sin in our lives, and to pursue Jesus and all that a life in Christ entails to its fullest. 

The beloved disciple is following, and Peter asks òwhat about him?ó  Jesus essentially tells Peter to òmind his own business.ó 

This reaction from Peter is completely understandable.  He knows that he and the other disciples share a common call and are called to a com-

mon devotion to Jesus.  If they are all in the same boat, it stands to reason they would get a similar reward, or perhaps in the case of Peterõs curi-

osity consequence.    I sense that there is a question of fairness in Peterõs mind.  òShouldnõt the beloved disciple meet the same end as me if 

weõre ministering together?ó 

Most of us share this attitude of fairness.   We want to know that either we all have the same thing coming or weõll all share in the same gain.  

Jesus affirms in His shutting down of the question that while every disciple shares a common call to ministry, every ministry isnõt the same.   Min-

istry isnõt currency we exchange for commodity or longevity of life.  Rather it is a response to a bill thatõs already been paid.   We follow Christ 

because of the grace given on the cross.  In that our reward is all the same no matter what, and no matter how and when our physical lives draw to 

a close. 

As at the empty tomb, Peter and the beloved disciple are examples of something bigger.  Peterõs role is going to be a very heavy role, ministering 

in the thick of a persecuting empire, that puts him in the crosshairs of martyrdom.    The beloved disciple has the role of continuing to tell the 

story, and writing the gospel of John which will tell the story far beyond his own life.   All of us have a spot.  All of us have a role. 

Finally, we see a couple things about community. 

The detail that the beloved disciple was not immortal gives us a window into the early church.   This is not unlike the detail when Jesus walked on 

water that the disciples thought theyõd seen a ghost.   The detail lets us know that the disciples on some level believed that ghosts might exist.   

Certainly this doesnõt prove or disprove the matter, but it does put us even today in their company wondering about the very same question. 

Here we see that rumors were floating around about the beloved disciple not dying.   Theyõd misunderstood the words of Jesus, and the gospel 

corrects the misunderstanding.   We do this even today, essentially so, when the words of Jesus, and the words of scripture, are misunderstood or 

misused.   Itõs part of our due diligence in faith, and helping one another grow in depth of genuine relationship to God. 

The final piece that point us to community is the affirmation that òwe know his testimony is true.  This òweó is the community of faith confirming 

that the gospel is accurate in what it communicates about Jesus. 

What is impressive about Johnõs gospel and this communal affirmation of it is that they are sharing such a wonderful blend of history and theolo-

gy.   The life of Christ told uniquely in John conveys with remarkable intentionality and brilliance so much more than events.   That John has been 

distinct from Matthew, Mark, and Luke not only in content but also in how the events of Jesusõ life are ordered doesnõt prompt more questions 

about which one is more òcorrectó.   Rather it answers more questions than had we only the synoptics alone.   John gives us an unflinching picture 

of divinity lived out in a human world that redeems us and draws us into deep relationship with our Creator. 
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I will be sharing landscapes from  Galilee leading up 

to Easter Sunday so we can òwalk today where Jesus 

walkedó. These were taken by a an Israeli who lives in 

the hills overlooking the Sea of Galilee. 


