
After years of praying for her husband, Peg was overjoyed when John entered into relationship with
God.  She was even more overjoyed a month later, when he said he wanted to join church.  Her
church had rules about how to join however.  First, a person had to stand up on a Sunday, and share
how they had come to know God.  Then a group of church leaders would meet to vote on letting that
person join.  So a month later, John stood up on Sunday and shared his journey to God.  That night,
a church  leader called Peg to tell her they could not let John join.  “Why not?” she asked.  The
church leader replied “He didn’t say the words.”  When Peg asked what that meant, she was told that
John had not said he was “born again,” or had “accepted Jesus into his heart,” or that “Jesus is his
Savior,” and they had a rule that people needed to “say the words.”

In church after church around the country, there are equally strange rules about how people are
expected to speak and act to join (and remain) a member.  Sometimes they are displayed on a sign
in the fellowship hall that says “Attention Scout Parents: padded chairs are for church use.” 
Sometimes they are displayed when people pull into the parking lot and see a sign that says “Pastor’s
Parking Only. ”  Sometimes they are displayed before people even get on the property.
   
I saw rules displayed that way once when Sandy and I went to Williamsburg.  On the church sign
at the end of the driveway, it listed the name of the church and the Sunday worship times.  But then
underneath those things, it said “Fundamental, Premillennial, Independent.”  As I read that line out
loud to Sandy, I added the words were really saying: “All Others Need Not Apply.”  That is because
those three words were THE rules that guided who could join their church: people who were
fundamental, premillennial, and independent; all others, need not apply.
   
The reason that church (like so many others) may have allowed such an attitude to take root is that
it is (as we noted last week when we began this new worship series) easy to forget that the “purpose”
of the church is to enable people to be about the “one thing” Jesus spoke with Martha about in Luke
10: helping people (as it says on our bulletin cover) get to KNOW Jesus, GROW in relationship with
Jesus, and GO out to invite others to enter into relationship with Jesus  through loving acts of
service.  And because it is so easy for churches to forget that purpose, George Gallop has reported
for decades that while over 90% of Americans say they believe in God, only 40% say they attend
church and only 10% say they have deep and transforming faith. 
   
While there are many things that can distract a church from its purpose, there are definitely mistaken
ways of trying to “do church” that might be called a “greatest hits” list.  Thom and Joani Schultz
speak about some of them in a book titled The 1 Thing.  The mistaken way of “doing church” we
are going to ponder today is called the “Police Department” approach to Christianity.  In explaining
it, Thom and Joani remind us that when legislators write laws, the police enforce compliance.  They
remind us that when it comes to society, this is necessary so chaos is kept at bay.  And they remind
us that this enables people to live without fear of crime.
   
But Thom and Joani go on to explain that while police are a good thing for society, a “police
department” approach to being the Church is not a method that will help people be about “the one
thing” of entering into - and growing deeper in - a relationship with God.  To see that, we need to
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turn to the gospels.  
   
Mark tells us that “one Sabbath, the disciples were going through the grainfields . .  and they began
to pick some heads of grain.”  In response, the religious police rushed in and said that the  Laws of
Moses said they couldn’t pick grain on the Sabbath.  John tells us that one Sabbath, Jesus healed a
crippled man, and the man “picked up his mat and walked!”  But, the religious police rushed in and
yelled at the man, telling him “today is the Sabbath!  The law forbids you to carry your mat!”  And
Matthew records how one Sabbath, Jesus healed a man’s shriveled hand, and rather than rejoice with
him, the religious police asked “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”  And when they didn’t like His
answer, they began to plot “how they might kill Jesus.”
   
When we read those stories, we may think that such encounters happened because the people of
Jesus’ time thought they were saved by following the Laws of Moses.  But 2,000 years later, we
Christians are often not free of the misunderstanding that following rules can bring us into - or
deepen - relationship with God.  And what’s worse, we don’t see how allowing the church to become
nothing more than a religious police department actually gets in the way of such things.
   
We see this fact in the story of a father who picked up his children one night from Vacation Bible
School.  Wondering how things had gone, he asked them what they had learned.  His son said “When
you’re in line, don’t talk.  Look straight ahead, and don’t play around.  When you get inside, sit
quietly, and don’t move or talk.”  Hoping that was not all they learned, he asked if they learned
anything else.  His daughter then added “if you go to the bathroom, you have to sit in the back and
can’t go sit with your friends.”
   
As we ponder such experiences, someone may ask “buy why is an emphasis on rules bad?”  After
all, in terms of living in a functioning society, rules are good things.  Rules prevent chaos.  Rules
keep people safe.  Rules tell everyone what they need to do to get along.  And the police officers who
enforce the rules are providing everyone a service.  The problem is that when rules are allowed to
take precedence over everything else IN A CHURCH (and the people see the church’s purpose as
being a religious police department) people can be led astray from “the one thing” Jesus said was
important - relationship with Him.  This can be seen in an incident in which a boy walked into his
Sunday School class, and saw a note sitting on the table.  The note was written by a member of the
church to the scouts who had used the room during the week.  
   
By the tone of the note, it was clear that the scouts had broken a rule by failing to clean up after
themselves.  At first, the boy did not seem to be effected by the note.  At first, it seemed what he was
learning in Sunday School about the Good Samaritan, and Jesus dying on the cross to reach out to
those who didn’t know God, had won out over the rules.  But a week later, the boy walked into his
Sunday School room, and saw a juice box sitting on the table.  Surmising that it must have been left
there by the scouts, he turned to his teacher and said, “we need to write a note to the scouts to tell
them to clean up after themselves.”
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In reflecting on how rules can get in the way of entering into - and growing in - a relationship with
God, Thom Schultz writes that “when Joani and I began our relationship, rules were not the 1 thing. 
Now that’s not to say we didn’t have any.  And as our relationship moved along, more rules
emerged.  I now know the non-negotiables, such as ‘always put the toilet seat down.’  But I must
admit, if Joani had posted rules, or enrolled me in a ‘Rules Discovery Class,’ our relationship would
have died.  I would have viewed her as the Lid Lady who needed to learn how to make her own seat
adjustments.  Now I comply without a second thought.  For rules have never been our one thing. 
Love is our relationship’s one thing.  Love leads us to want to follow the rules, without making rules
the center.”
   
We see the truth of Thom’s words in the ways we relate to those we love.  But when it comes to the
way the Church is to enable people to enter into - and deepen - a  relationship with God, it is easy
to miss that principle.  So Sunday Schools routinely have children memorize the Ten commandments
from Deuteronomy 5.  But not too many spend time working on Deuteronomy 6.  But without
understanding Chapter 6, the purpose of the Ten Commandments in Chapter 5 can be lost.  For
without understanding those later words, the Ten Commandments come across as cosmic rules we
must arbitrarily obey as if they are God’s version of “Put the toilet seat down.”  But when we
understand what the words that open Deuteronomy 6 are saying, the way to enter into - and deepen
in - relationship with God through the Ten Commandments becomes clearer.
   
We see this when we turn to Deuteronomy 6.  There we hear how Moses spoke to the Israelites about
the Promised Land.  As he spoke, Moses said “these are the commands, decrees and laws the Lord
your God directed me to teach you to observe.”  But he didn’t stop there.  He went on to say God
wanted them to observe the “commands, decrees, and laws” so “you, your children and their
children after them . . . may enjoy long life.”  That is because the point wasn’t to obey the rules, but
to follow the ways of living they lay out so the could not only have long life (because they weren’t
murdering each other), but also so they would ENJOY living a long life (because none of them were
lying, stealing, or bearing false witness).
   
Moses then went on to say that they should take those “commands, decrees and laws,” and “impress
them on your children.  Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road,
when you lie down and when you get up.  Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your
foreheads.  Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.”  But once again, the
reason they were to do so was not just so they would constantly be reminded of the rules they were
ordered to obey, but so they would be able to live in relationship with God.  This is because
relationship with God is “the one thing” life is meant to be about, and that relationship can only exist
- and deepen - when it is infused with love.  
   
We know this is not only what Moses meant in Deuteronomy 6, but also that this is the truth God
wants us to know today, because Luke tells us that one day a man came up to Jesus (who was God
incarnate in human flesh), and asked “what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  “What is written in
the Law?” Luke tells us Jesus said in reply.  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind,” Luke tells us the man said.  And
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then Luke tells us that Jesus said to the man “do this and you will live.”

The problem is not that such things are hard to understand.  The problem is that following Jesus’
words to “do this” is not easy.  This is because part of the experience of the fall from grace described
in Genesis 3 is that sin distracts us from “the one thing.”  Sin causes us to take our eyes off
relationship with God, and focus on all kinds of lesser things, like the “commands, decrees and
laws” Moses spoke about.  And when we focus on a list of rules instead of the God they are meant
to help us walk with, we miss out on the “promised land” of relationship with God.  
   
And when that happens, God’s “commands, decrees and laws” no longer serve as “a lamp to our feet
and a light to our path.”  They no longer help us “walk” with God.  They no longer aid us to “seek
Him” with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength.  Instead, our focus narrows to only seeing the
“commands, decrees and laws,” and to obeying them as if THEY were God.  And when that
happens, the church becomes nothing more than a religious police department - rather than the entity
through which God helps people enter into - and deepen - relationship with Him.
   
The words of Deuteronomy 6 are therefore in harmony with what Jesus was speaking about when
He told Martha that “only one thing in necessary,” seeking to enter into - and deepen - a relationship
with God.  They remind us that as individuals and as a Church, we need to be about that 1 thing. 
And they remind us that while rules have their place in life, they are not the 1 thing.  We need to
merely use the rules God gives us in the Bible to get to KNOW Him, to GROW in our relationship
with Him, and to GO out to share His love in such sacrificial ways that those who don’t currently
know God can see Him in us and want the joy He has given us. 
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