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Dangers the Church Faces in North America
What is the Greatest Threat

to the Church?

. . . a NALC perspective

The church is under assault from within and without. Faithful 
teaching has been compromised by social agendas. Biblical 
authority has been trumped by false assumptions regarding 
the superiority of contemporary wisdom. Skepticism has 
replaced assurance in preaching as a hermeneutic principle, 
creating more confusion than certainty. Moral issues are 
decided by popularity and tolerance rather than Biblical 
mandates. Relative truth and political correctness have 
become more accepted standards than transcendent truth.  

Many congregations are becoming smaller, older and more 
concerned about preserving and protecting buildings and 
property. As interest in Biblical study and catechesis wanes, 
we become increasingly Biblically illiterate and theologi-
cally confused. Evangelism and mission are replaced by 
the larger concerns of survival. Average worship attendance 
among Christians is approximately 1.3 times per month. 
Less consistent attendance also means a decrease in financial 
support for ministry. These stewardship concerns mean that 
many congregations will not be able to afford full-time pas-
toral leadership. The next generation of clergy may be forced 
into “tent making” ministry, working part-time in another 
position while serving the congregation part-time.  

The issues of religious freedom and the rights of Christians 
to live their faith in every vocation are not only in jeopardy in 

other places in the world, but are in jeopardy here in our own 
country. Severe persecution, torture, death and displacement 
of Christians in other nations are far greater than what is 
being reported by the media. The plight of Christians at the 
hands of Isis is far worse, according to Christians in those 
nations devastated by such tyranny. Political intolerance 
toward Christians is growing in a world lauding tolerance as 
a fundamental cultural value.  

While these conditions seem to worsen with each passing 
day, I do not believe that any one of them—or the cumulative 
effect of all of them—pose the greatest threat to the Christian 
Church today.  

Apathy, however, is the far greater threat. It is slowly eroding, 
weakening and undermining the faith of individual believers, 
as well as the capacity of congregations for vibrant ministry 
and faithful mission. 

Apathy is a lack of feeling, emotion, interest, and concern. 

Apathy is a state of indifference, or the suppression of 
emotions. It is expressed in a lack of concern, excitement, 
motivation, or passion. Apathetic individuals lack interest 
and concern about life and the world. Apathetic individuals 
often struggle with the meaning and purpose of life. They feel 
overwhelmed by the problems and ill equipped to respond to 
the challenges they face. The over-institutionalization of our 
culture promotes apathy, leading many to insist that others 
who possess real power and control should handle the issues 
and solve the problems, while the apathetic feel powerless 
and out of control. Apathy is often a natural response to 
disappointment, dejection and stress. Apathy is a way to 
overcome difficult situations by simply refusing to care! 

Some suggest that the problem is compounded by our 
apathetic attitude toward our apathy!
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Apathy manifests itself in a variety of ways. Let me suggest 
four.  

1.  A Loss of ZeAL
Following Pentecost we see the zeal of the first Christians 
in the way they lived. In Acts 2 we see Christians avidly 
listening to the teaching of the Apostles, gathering together 
for daily worship and fellowship in the breaking of bread and 
prayers. They cared for one another and spent time gathering 
the community in their homes. In the midst of this zeal their 
witness was powerful and attracted many to the faith, even 
the priests in the Temple. This zeal produced growth. Even 
in the midst of persecution, their zeal for Christ and His 
Church was unabated. They were not slothful, but diligent 
in their service to Christ. How would you rate our zeal for 
Jesus today? The lack of zeal is evidence of apathy. In his 
work, The Screwtape Letters, C.S. Lewis reminds us, “A 
moderated religion is as good for us as no religion at all— 
and more amusing.” His message is clear: the work of Satan 
is to mitigate our zeal for Christ.

2.  A Loss of Interest In the spIrItuAL reALm  
Apathy produces a lack of concern for studying the Word of 
God, a lack of concern or commitment to grow and mature 
in the faith. In equal measure, when apathy sets in there is 
a diminished prayer life. (The Apostles would not give up 
their study of the Word or their commitment to prayer in 
order to wait on tables.) There is also less conversation about 
spiritual matters. Talk about the power and work of the Holy 
Spirit in both individual lives and within the community of 
faith fades until it seems foreign to our life in Christ. What is 
the conversation like in your congregation?  

3.  the secuLArIZAtIon of Both the chrIstIAn 
      and the LocaL congregation  
Think about the conversations that occur in your congregation.  
Is there more concern about political matters and the stock 
market than the work of the Holy Spirit?  The Body of Christ 
becomes secularized—not because of the secular culture, but 
because of the apathy of those who are part of the Body! The 
more apathetic we become, the more we become so consumed 
with the busyness of secular commitments, sports, clubs, 
school and our careers that there is little time for worship, 
study or service. We become consumed by the concerns 
of this world, leaving little time or energy for focusing our 
attention on the mission of Christ or sharing the Gospel of 
Jesus with a world struggling and dying without Him.

4.  a growing hardness of the heart 
The basic meaning of the word apathy is without emotion. 
As apathy increases, the message of Jesus Christ leaves such  

people without emotion. They can sit through a sermon on 
the death of Christ, anxiously watching their watches to 
anticipate the conclusion of the sermon, the end of worship, 
in order to attend to the other pressing items on their agenda 
for the day. When apathy prevails, the message ceases 
to penetrate the recesses of the heart, the heart becomes 
hardened, the ears become dull, and the eyes are closed (see 
Matthew 13:15). Excuses replace faithful responses. Have 
you listened to the excuses offered by Christians for their 
lack of involvement?   

Scripture reminds us of the dangers of apathy.  

For the time is coming when people will not endure 
sound teaching, but having itching ears they will ac-
cumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own 
passions, and will turn away from listening to the 
truth and wander off into myths.  — 2 Timothy 4:3-4

So, because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor 
cold, I will spit you out of my mouth.

— Revelation 3:16

Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve 
the Lord.  — Romans 12:11

Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is about 
to die, for I have not found your works complete in 
the sight of my God.  — Revelation 3:2

Apathy in the Church is a like cancer that destroys the Body 
of Christ. Apathy is a mindset described by just three words. 
“I don’t care.” It is having a lack of concern for others, 
ministry, spiritual growth, or what Christ wants for us in our 
life in Him. It is marked by impassiveness toward God—
lukewarm in disposition, disinterested and non-committal. 
The most profound concern about apathy is that it is 
incompatible with love!  

It is impossible to love the Lord with all our heart, mind, soul 
and strength and remain apathetic toward Christ! We cannot 
love others with the love of Christ and remain apathetic 
toward them. We cannot say we love Christ or others and 
remain apathetic in our attitude and disposition. 

Elie Wiesel is a Jewish Holocaust survivor and a Nobel 
Laureate. Some years ago I heard him speak and will never 
forget several quotes from his message. He said:

I swore never to be silent whenever and wherever 
human beings endure suffering and humiliation. 
We must take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, 
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never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, 
never the tormented.

Wiesel’s passion stands in stark contrast to the apathy that 
consumes so many on our day and time.  

During that same lecture Wiesel said: 

The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference. The 
opposite of art is not ugliness, it’s indifference. The 
opposite of faith is not heresy, it’s indifference. And 
the opposite of life is not death, it’s indifference.  

When asked about whether or not he believed an individual 
could really make any difference in the midst of overwhelming 
problems, he said, 

There may be times when we are powerless to pre-
vent injustice, but there must never be a time when 
we fail to protest.  The Talmud tells us that by saving 
a single human being, a person can save the world. 

Every act of love, every expression of encouragement and 
every word that proclaims the Gospel of Jesus Christ make 
a difference. Every disciple of Jesus possesses power in and 
through Him and has the capacity to make a difference. The 
Christian life has always been more than the struggle to 
survive. It is investing our life in Christ in the lives of others,  
living with the certainty that the only life worth living is a 
life of sacrifice and service for the sake of the ministry and 
mission of Christ. 

Apathy cannot be overcome by simply trying to change our 
attitudes. It must be changed by taking action, standing up 
and speaking out, translating our love for Christ and others 
into acts of love and faithful caring. Our own Dietrich 
Bonheoffer wrote these words that also appear on the wall in 
our international office: “Silence in the face of evil is itself 
evil: God will not hold us guiltless. Not to speak is to speak.  
Not to act is to act. “

We are not apathetic about everything. We demonstrate 
our passion in concerts, in theaters, in football stadiums 
and basketball arenas, in celebrations with friends and 
coworkers. The world is longing to experience passionate 
Christians who demonstrate a profound love for Jesus and 
for those to whom He has sent us with the Gospel. Love is 
always passionate towards the beloved.  It is this passionate 
love of Christ for us who offered His life on the cross for our 
redemption and salvation. What wondrous love is this! It is 

a love that compels us to love Christ and our neighbor as 
ourselves.  

Changing the attitude and the spiritual disposition of the 
Church will require the commitment of every congregation 
and every person in each congregation. People who are 
passionate for Christ and for their neighbor are involved in 
ministry. They study the Scriptures and spend time reflecting, 
meditating, praying and being nurtured by Christ. They 
are involved in relationships of mutual accountability and 
responsibility, learning, growing and maturing in the faith. 
They are involved in service to others, expressing Christ’s 
love for others in specific ways. They love to worship the 
Lord who loves them and they give sacrificially to support 
His mission and ministry throughout the world. This is the 
life of discipleship, following Jesus with all we have and 
are.  It is the only life that is truly worth living.  

May the Lord give us the strength and the will to overcome 
every apathetic response with the passion of loving Christ 
and others as He first loved us. When we do, His Body, the 
Church, will be a force to be reckoned with— just as He 
intended.   

This article first appeared in the May/June 2016 
Connections magazine. Used with permission.


