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“False Teaching in the Church” Rev. 2 1/20/13 

Last September Dr. Karen King, a professor of early Christianity at 

Harvard Divinity School, unveiled a small piece of papyrus, about the size 

of a business card.  The text on the papyrus, alleged to come from the 4th 

century, quoted Jesus referring to his wife.  You may recall that this got a 

lot of press!  The scrap of papyrus, part of a larger lost document, seems to 

parallel a section of the so-called Gospel of Thomas, written late in the 2nd 

century, about a hundred years after our four gospels.  The Gospel of 

Thomas advocates a view of Jesus influenced by a Greek philosophy 

called Gnosticism, a view that was rejected by the early followers who 

knew Jesus. 

Since the unveiling, serious questions have been raised about the 

authenticity of Dr. King’s document, including the fact she bought it on the 

open market, with no clue as to where it came from.  There is also a 

mistake in the document, which repeats a typo found on an internet version 

of a similar document, leading many to believe that the papyrus is probably 

a forgery. 

What does all this have to do with our study of Revelation?  Since it 

calls to mind ancient Gnosticism, this papyrus scrap reminds us that as 

long as the church has existed, it has struggled to keep the gospel 

message uncluttered and undistorted. We find evidence of that in 

Revelation.  From last week, you’ll remember that the Book of Revelation 
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begins with seven letters to the churches in Asia Minor.  The writer of 

Revelation directly addresses the issue of people distorting the gospel in 

three of these seven letters.  For example, he commends the church at 

Ephesus, saying, “I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance. 

I know that you cannot tolerate evildoers; you have tested those who claim 

to be apostles but are not, and have found them to be false.” (Rev. 2:2)  He 

praises them because they tested the teaching that they were hearing from 

some new so-called apostles, rather than just gullibly accepting everything 

they heard.  And that’s part of our responsibility as Christians today- to test 

the claims others make about spirituality and Christian faith.  We’ll do that a 

little later in this sermon.  But the book of Revelation has more to say about 

false teaching. 

 Keep in mind that when Revelation was written, Christians were 

under tremendous pressure to conform to the ways of their surrounding 

culture.  Pagan idol worship was woven into every part of life.  For 

example, all the craftsman guild meetings- the unions- included offerings to 

deities.  Social occasions almost always contained rituals to honor the 

gods.  An annual loyalty oath in which one gave a pinch of incense and 

declared that Caesar was Lord was required of all citizens.  The apostles, 

trying to protect the integrity of the church, had specifically commanded 

that Christians in these pagan societies should not eat meat which had 
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been offered to idols and should abstain from the rampant sexual 

immorality which was often part of pagan worship. 

 Unfortunately, false teachers in the church at Pergamum as well as a 

false teacher John calls Jezebel at the church of Thyatira were advocating 

these very practices.  “I have this against you: you tolerate that woman 

Jezebel, who calls herself a prophet and is teaching and beguiling my 

servants to practice fornication and to eat food sacrificed to idols.”  (Rev. 

2:20)  

 “Jezebel’s” teaching may have been an early form of Gnosticism- a 

false doctrine that was to dog the church for centuries.  Gnostics claimed to 

possess special knowledge and secrets of true spirituality beyond that  

revealed in the Scriptures.  Many Gnostics also held that the spiritual life 

was everything and the bodily life was of no consequence.  Therefore, you 

were free to engage in whatever you desired with your body, since bodily 

actions had no spiritual implications.  This led to all kinds of licentious 

behavior.  John rightly calls out the churches that tolerated these false 

teachings.  But the issue of false teaching hasn’t gone away, has it? 

 We face alternative versions of Christianity today.  And the writer of 

Revelation would have us test or evaluate the claims of these alternatives, 

and if they are determined to be false, to reject them and not allow them to 

infect the church.  With this background in mind, let’s look at some false 

teaching which has invaded the church today. 
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 I’m relying on a book I recently finished by New York Times 

columnist Ross Douthat entitled, Bad Religion:  How We Became a Nation 

of Heretics.  Great title, isn’t it?  Douthat singles out three primary 

distortions of the gospel in today’s church.  Let’s look briefly at them. 

 The first is what he calls the “Pray and Grow Rich” gospel, also 

known as the prosperity gospel.  In this version of Christianity, God exists 

to fulfill our needs and wants.  The primary roots of this teaching are in the 

Pentecostal church, developed by folks such as E.W. Kenyon, and later 

Kenneth Hagin.  More recently Kenneth and Gloria Copeland, Cresflo 

Dollar, and Benny Hinn have promoted it.  Even Joyce Meyer and Joel 

Osteen have been influenced by it.  Note the title of Osteen’s best-selling 

book, Your Best Life Now:  Seven Steps to Living at your Full Potential. 

 In the Bible, there is an on-going tension, found clearly in Revelation, 

between living in this world and living in the Kingdom of God, because the 

values and priorities and ethics of these kingdoms are often opposed to 

one another.  That’s why Jesus cautions his followers about the danger of 

wealth, which he says can pull us away from depending on God for our 

security.  That’s why all the New Testament writers call for Christians to live 

pure lives, distinctive from the world around them.  They understood that 

rewards for Christians generally will come not in this life, but in the future, 

when the Kingdom of God reigns over the world.  Prosperity teaching 

eliminates this tension by insisting that we can be perfectly at home in this 
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world and get all God’s benefits, right now.  If we only have enough faith, it 

is guaranteed!  Gone are warnings about God and mammon, and calls to a 

hard life of discipleship.  The gospel message has been distorted. 

 This version of the gospel is found in some megachurches and has a 

great deal of traction among Hispanics.  A recent survey among American 

Hispanics found that 73% agree with the statement, “God will grant 

financial success to all believers who have enough faith.”  Surprisingly, this 

teaching is also commonly found in many poor, but rapidly-growing 

Pentecostal churches in Latin America, Asia, and Africa.   

Jesus said that following him is costly.  It involves denying yourself 

and being willing to die for him.  He himself lived a life of simplicity and 

poverty.  He says that those who are poor and grieving are blessed.  The 

prosperity gospel ignores or denies these teachings, promising wealth and 

fulfillment for all followers of Jesus.  It thereby distorts the gospel. 

 A second false teaching that has crept into the church is “The God 

Within” teaching, exemplified by the book and popular movie, “Eat, Pray, 

Love” by Elizabeth Gilbert.  This strain of spirituality, heavily influenced by 

Buddhist and Hindu thought, teaches that God can be found within each 

one of us, if we only learn to pay close attention to our feelings.  (“Use the 

Force, Luke!”)  It has been championed by a host of gurus and teachers 

and popularized most notably by Oprah Winfrey.  It stands in stark contrast 

to Christian teaching, which emphasizes the majesty and grandeur of our 
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Creator God and the vast difference between God and us.  The biblical 

writers and previous Christian theologians would be horrified at the 

teaching that we can find God within us!  Christians have always been very 

skeptical of the human ability to discern the truth about God from within 

ourselves, pointing to the presence and rationalizing power of sin.  Looking 

within often tells us far more about what we want than what God wants for 

us!  So, Christians rely on God to reveal himself to us through the Scripture 

and through his Son, Jesus Christ.  Unfortunately, this new age spirituality 

has no real need for Jesus or any kind of Savior!  And it has no solid basis 

for any ethical demands.  It’s another distortion of the gospel. 

 Finally, Douthat points to the merging of God and national allegiance, 

advocated by many TV and radio political commentators, as well as in our 

churches.  It takes the notion of American exceptionalism, that God has 

chosen the United States of America for specific purposes, and stretches it 

to the breaking point.  It’s important to note that some of our strongest 

national leaders- folks like Washington, Lincoln, and Eisenhower- while 

believing that God had chosen the U.S. for special purposes, warned us 

that if we did not exhibit godly virtues, and did not repent from our sin, that 

our nation would surely fall.  That view shows some balance. 

 The problem with the contemporary view of Christian nationalism is 

that it links God and nation so closely that that there is often no room 

between them.  Any Christian or church criticizing our government or its 
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policies can be labeled unpatriotic or meddling in politics!  The reality is 

that Christians have long taken seriously their responsibility to advocate for 

justice and to oppose violence and corruption.  And they have done so.  As 

we celebrate the life of Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. tomorrow, we know that 

our nation is a much better place because of Christian advocacy for causes 

such as the abolition of slavery, ending child labor, women’s rights, and the 

civil rights movement.  The biblical prophets had no qualms about calling 

Israel to account in the harshest possible terms, and they really were God’s 

chosen people.  And the writer of Revelation pronounced God’s judgment 

on the governments of his time, as well. 

 There is nothing wrong with patriotism, but we must not let it become 

our highest allegiance.  When we do, when we advocate “my country right 

or wrong,” we are making our allegiance to God secondary to our 

allegiance to country, and that is the very definition of idolatry.  In time, God 

ends up serving the interests of the state, rather than the other way around.   

 The writer of Revelation is concerned about false teaching and the 

effect it has on Christians.  This morning we have identified the false 

teaching of the prosperity gospel, the God-Within movement, and the 

excesses of Christian nationalism.  Be on guard for these teachings in the 

books you read, the sermons you hear, the shows you watch, and the stuff 

you find on the internet.  Can you think of other false teachings that are 

working their way into the church today?  Let’s talk about them, too. 


