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I would like to share some reasons why I will not watch Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ, and I would like to preface my protests with strong statements of admiration for the maker of that film. He has demonstrated a backbone that I wish many Evangelicals would have. 

In a recent article, Mel Gibson is quoted as complaining that the Church of Rome has defected from its original teachings.  “For 1950 years,” he says, “[the church] does one thing, and then in the ‘60s, all of a sudden they turn everything inside out and begin to do strange things that go against the rules....  Everything that had been heresy is no longer heresy, according to the [new] rules.  We [Catholics] are being cheated.... The church has stopped being critical.  It has relaxed. I don’t believe them, and I have no intention of following their trends.…   It’s the church that has abandoned me, not me who has abandoned it.”
    

The most exciting thing about this entire phenomenon is Gibson’s refreshing honesty and courage.  He has boldly placed himself in the camp of old-style Catholicism and has made his statement loud and clear in a world that has so capitulated to postmodernism that his audacity for truth as he sees it and personal conviction far outshines even that of most Evangelical pastors and leaders. We ought to be ashamed.

Part of me would love to see the film to support the decent and moral courage that it took to produce such a work in this postmodern era.  Mel Gibson’s conviction is certainly to be commended and I wish that Protestants, Evangelicals, and those who preach the Gospel of the Reformed faith had the same kind of conviction.  

Yet, while I salute the vigor and boldness of Mel Gibson and honor his courage, I will not watch his movie because in some ways I am an old-style Protestant as he is an old-style Catholic.  I say the same thing Gibson has said about his church concerning the scores of Protestants, Evangelicals, and Fundamentalists who think that I am wrong for not supporting this film, “Everything that had been heresy is no longer heresy….  The church has stopped being critical. It has relaxed….  It’s the church that has abandoned me, not me who has abandoned it.”  It is the millions of Protestants who have abandoned the old ways, not me. For if John Calvin, Martin Luther, the Puritan greats of what was called the Second Reformation such as John Owen, Stephen Charnock, with the famous Dissenters such as John Bunyan and the pilgrim fathers were to line up behind this microphone to state their opinion, they would be unanimous in their opposition.  They would not go. I am not the one that has changed. 

Ladies and gentlemen, our Protestant forefathers would not only not go to see this movie, but they would decry it as a human encroachment on a ministry that is to be spiritual and as a violation of the Second Commandment. God has said that those who worship Him, must worship Him in spirit and in truth (John 4:21).  To them it would have been a trespass to have made a likeness of Jesus Christ in any shape, form, or picture.  Thomas Watson’s answer to the question, “If it be not lawful to make the image of God the Father, yet may we not make an image of Christ, who took upon him the nature of man?” speaks for all the Puritans of his day.  “No! Epiphanius, seeing an image of Christ hanging in a church, brake it in pieces.  It is Christ’s Godhead, united to his manhood, that makes him to be Christ; therefore to picture his manhood, when we cannot picture his Godhead, is a sin, because we make him to be but half Christ – we separate what God has joined, we leave out that which is the chief thing which makes him to be Christ.”

And the great Heidelberg Catechism of 1563 asks, “Must we then make any image at all?”  Answer: “God cannot and may not be imaged in any way.”  Again, “But may not images be tolerated in churches as books of the laity?”  Answer: “No, for we should not be wiser than God, Who will not have His people taught by dumb idols, but by the lively preaching of His Word.”

Now, there are two reasons why I personally will not watch Mel Gibson’s movie--besides the question of Christ’s representation, which is sobering enough to make one pause. The first is that if it is for entertainment the film is unquestionably macabre, unnecessarily violent, and despicably explicit.  The Scriptures say in Ephesians 5:11, “Have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather expose them.”  Nothing was more damnable, more hideous, more evil, and more blasphemous than the crucifixion of Jesus, the Son of God. It was the ultimate manifestation of human evil and if there is one mili-second of entertainment for anybody as there surely will be among the millions of godless people who flock to see it, I will not be privy to it. It is not worth going with those who say “come let us lay wait for blood” (Proverbs 1:11).

 
But the film is violent and explicit because it is intended to be a historically faithful representation of what really happened to our Lord Jesus Christ on Golgotha; and from my understanding of Gibson’s many interviews, he does not intend for it to be merely entertainment. He wants it to be instructive, an aid to and expression of worship.  As evidence of this I would remind you of the fact that he uses his own hands in the scene to hand the nails to the persecutors and he had mass said many times during the making of this film.  This is a religious expression.  It is precisely because it is intended to be instructive, an aid to or an expression of worship that I have my second reason for not watching it. 

The second reason is that if it is meant to be a spiritual experience, worshipful, or instructive in spiritual truths then it is not God’s Divinely appointed means for such things. And I, standing in a long line of Protestant men of God - including all the Puritans, John Bunyan, Spurgeon, Edwards, and others – will not use any other then the divinely-appointed means for the instruction of men in the faith. Nor would they use any other than divinely appointed means for worship. So, my friend, in my mind, if one says that there is no entertainment value, it is intended for instruction and for worship, I would say that that gives the second reason more impetus. And since I still do not mind ascribing to the old-style Protestantism, I won’t watch it simply because it is an act of worship.  

We must be very discerning here, and we must not allow our admiration for Gibson’s outstanding qualities to diminish our alarm for an equally outstanding error. My friends, Spurgeon bemoaned the tragedy of his day when he said that “one of the perils of the hour is the failure of many good men to discern the peril.” I am a simple preacher from a small church – a nobody. But I would sin against my conscience if I did not at least remind you that it is a very easy task to prove to you that our Protestant forefathers would not attend this movie. I plead with you to give me an ear as I attempt to make the same case about my stance as Mel Gibson has about his religious convictions. We are of the old ways.

Mel Gibson is a Catholic and he raises a centuries-old conflict that most Evangelical Christians seem to miss in their giddiness over the fact that something moral and decent has finally come from the film industry.  We have so long resisted the waves of secularism and immorality that we have laid down our swords and lost our will to discern false religion – especially if it comes from the unexpected source of secularism and immorality, the movie industry.  This is water, but it is bitter. Don’t drink.

This film is nothing more than a 21st century image intended to be used for worship. To think of it as anything less is to not be paying attention to what Mel Gibson is all about.  Now, as I’ve already said, if Mel Gibson is unashamedly old-style in his Catholicism, I am unashamedly old-style in my Protestantism.  I would like to say a word on behalf of Protestantism – a term which I use as broadly as the great Puritan writer John Owen did when he took up his pen to defend England from the literary onslaught of Romanism in the 1600s.  He knew that there were many parties and divisions within the broad, non-Roman Church, just as there are today. But he chose to make his arguments broad enough to included everyone under the umbrella of Protestantism who believed in the Gospel of Jesus Christ as it is given to us in the inspired Word of God.

Owen suspected that there would be some so “addicted to their parties” that they would not accept his representation of them. There are Baptists who will not accept the term Protestant ascribed to them in any context whatsoever, even when it is in an effort to speak to one commonly held truth, and I pity them for their belligerence. Broadly speaking, however, since the Reformation any of us who have resisted the powerful reach of the Roman Church have historically shared common truths that have distinguished us from the Church of Rome. Those truths have been commonly labeled as protests against the Church and happy are the people who are mature enough to see the common cause.  I say with John Owen, “if any be so far addicted to their parties… to [not] be joined in the same plea with them from whom in part they differ, I cannot help it.  I pretend not their commission for what I do; and they may, when they please, disclaim my appearance for them.  I suppose by this course I shall please very few, and I am sure I shall displease some, if not many.  I aim at neither, but to profit all.”

  So I appeal to all believers in Jesus Christ who drink from the fountains of blessing that spring from our Protestant heritage to remember that our forefathers would vehemently oppose this film on the grounds that it was breaking the Second Commandment. 

The Second Commandment is clear. “Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the waters under the earth.  Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them:  for I the Lord they God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquities of fathers upon the children, unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me; and shewing mercy unto thousands of them that love me, and keep my commandments” (Exodus 20:4-6).  God does not only want to be the only one worshipped by mankind, He wants to be worshipped His way only! Again, let me quote from another Puritan, James Durham, whose statement represents the long-held beliefs of Evangelicals in that he points out that this not only speaks of the making of images, but the methods of worship.  “It holds forth this,” says Durham, “that in that external service and worship, God will not have men following their own humor, but will have them to walk by the rule given, or to be given by him; and otherwise it is in vain whatever worship men perform for him.”
 I would suggest that Gibson’s presentation of the Gospel message is both private and unwarranted. It is private (or “following his own humor” to use Durham’s words) because it is his own personal version of the last twelve hours.  Too much is made of his obvious attempts to be historically faithful.  What is not stated enough is that whatever details are supplied for the flow of the presentation that are not in Scripture are unwarranted.  “This is my version of what happened in the gospels,” Gibson says, “and what I wanted to show – the aspect of it I wanted to show” (emphasis mine).
  And to say this is unwarranted is not an overstatement because God intends that His message be delivered His way.

The Church of Rome has always believed that images are the books of the ignorant. This is unfortunately true.  And the sophistication of image making has not made viewers smarter, but dumber and less discerning. Obviously, the mind is less exercised in the viewing of a cinematic crucifix than in the viewing of a stone crucifix. Yet, historically, Protestants have argued against the images-for-books proposition because it served as justification to the Church of Rome to inspire devotion and teach doctrine in the masses of ignorant people with the use of icons.  In other words, images should be used, they say, to instruct ignorant people the way of God.  This seems harmless on the face of it, but because ignorance is not only a result of sin, but sin, men will immediately become idolatrous in the using of them.  Images of any kind, even movies (or maybe particularly movies) will not lead men to God and it is a grievous error to suppose that this is going to be an effective evangelistic tool. Even as late as ten years ago, James Packer stood by his assertion that “those who look to manmade images, material or mental, to lead them to God are not likely to take any part of his revelation as seriously as they should.”

Consider these quotes from the great Reformer, John Calvin: “I am not ignorant, indeed, of the assertion, which is now more than threadbare, ‘that images are the books of the unlearned.’ So said Gregory: but the Holy Spirit gives a very different decision;  and had Gregory got his lesson in this matter in the Spirit’s school, he never would have spoken as he did.  For when Jeremiah declares that ‘the stock is a doctrine of vanities’ (Jeremiah 10:8), and Habakkuk ‘that the molten image’ is ‘a teacher of lies,’ the general doctrine to be inferred certainly is, that everything respecting God which is learned from images is futile and false.  If it be objected that the censure of the prophets is directed against those who perverted images to purposes of impious superstition, I admit it to be so; but I add (what must be obvious to all), that the prophets utterly condemn what the Papists hold to be an undoubted axiom – viz. that images are substitutes for books.”

Christians today are so ignorant of the great truths of Scripture and the Gospel that most Evangelicals are ecstatically ascribing to this sophisticated image more power and significance than it deserves.  This is not a new problem. It has been the centuries-old temptation of the people of God, when they have become so estranged from powerful preaching they have the “form of godliness but deny the power of it” (2 Timothy 3:5). Consequently, they attempt to stir up within their hearts a movement of religion by the use of images. It’s because preaching has become powerless and the lives of most Evangelicals are just as empty as their atheistic neighbors. 

The only difference is that their hearts tell them there must be something more, something real. I agree with John Calvin that what they can’t find in preaching, they’ll look for in images. “But, I ask,” says Calvin, “whence this stupidity, but just because they are defrauded of the only doctrine which was fit to instruct them?  The simple reason why those who had the charge of churches resigned the office of teaching to idols was, because they themselves were dumb.  Paul declares, that by the true preaching of the gospel, Christ is portrayed and in a manner crucified before our eyes (Gal. 3:1).”

 The reason the masses will find great pleasure in this film is because preachers of the Word of God have abdicated to other means the ministry of the Gospel. This is strictly forbidden in God’s Word, and it will not assuage His displeasure that the images are used only to evangelize the lost. The Passion by Mel Gibson is an image.  And it is no different to go see it then to go to a chapel in Medieval times and gaze at a stone crucifix.   One who does not believe this, does not understand Catholic doctrine. I stand by the Reformed conviction that Luther, Calvin and the Puritans all stood for: “the doctrine common to all should be set forth by the preaching of the Word, and the administration of the sacraments – a  doctrine to which little heed can be given by those whose eyes are carried to and fro gazing at idols.”

You might think that I have taken this application of the Second Commandment too far when I apply it to the presentation of the Gospel. But I would remind you that we preach salvation by faith. Faith is the “evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1) without which “it is impossible to please God” (v.6). Since our God is the invisible God that no man has seen at any time (1 Timothy 1:17; John 1:18), the only acceptable image would be one that qualified as “the express image of his person” (Hebrews 1:3).  Anything short of that would be a blasphemous injury against the glory of God.  Only Jesus, the glorious Son of God qualifies. “He is the image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15).  Anything, friends, anything that falls short of a perfect representation of the Captain of our Salvation is as injurious and misrepresentative as any idol.  And the Resurrected Lord decreed both an axiom of Biblical faith and a blessing when He told the doubting Thomas, “Blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed” (John 20:29). The Apostle Peter would praise his readers with a compliment that he could not apply even to his apostolic brethren when, speaking of their faith in the Son of God, he said, “Whom having not seen, ye love” (1 Peter 1:8). Truly, ours is a sightless faith.

The mark of our faith is that we are instructed throughout the whole Bible not to look at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen (2 Corinthians 4:18).  This applies even to the Crucifixion.  It is the preaching of the Cross, not the reenactment of the cross that God has appointed for the Gospel ministry.  We are to preach it in such away that, in a sense, Christ is portrayed as crucified right before them (Galatians 3:1).  But of the use of images, all the Bible along with centuries of Church wisdom agree to denounce because we have a “sightless” religion.

It is this “sightlessness” that distinguishes our faith from any other in the world.  Our faith is not proclaimed or upheld by sight. The only two ocular helps that we are allowed are the broken bread and wine of the Lord’s Table. That is all we need. Anything else undermines the truth that the cross is, as John Piper put it, both “a past event of substitution and a present event of execution.”
 Only a verbal delivery can preserve both the historicity and the actuality of the message of the cross.

The Second Commandment settled this for all time, but it marks a new low in Evangelicalism that there is so much hope placed in this film.  It is sad that a faith that is clearly by divine decree not ocular should require an ocular delivery. It is, as John Owen says, “a sign how well men understand the apostle’s words, when they suppose themselves furthered in their meditation on them by images and pictures.”
  To hear some Evangelicals talk about this film, one would think that Pentecost has happened all over again. 

Since our faith is not sensory but spiritual, so our message is to be spiritual.  Thus, we are told in the Holy Scriptures that “faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God” (Romans 10:17).  The eye gate receives images and does things with it that are so dangerous to the spirit of man that we are strictly forbidden to use that gate as a channel for the Gospel message.  Eve, when she saw that the fruit was good, took it.  Even the Beloved Apostle John upon seeing some of the glories of the Revelation was so awe-struck that he fell to idolatry in that he began to worship the angel who showed him these things (Revelation 22:8-9)! Our eyes are not our friends when it comes to religion.  “Hell and destruction are never full; so the eyes of man are never satisfied” (Proverbs 27:20).  This film will not suffice. Soon we will crave for more and we remain at the mercy of a godless and unevangelical industry to help our faith since it is the only supplier of such fantastic images. 

John Calvin is right when he says that the moment images appear in churches idolatry has entered “because the folly of manhood cannot moderate itself, but forthwith falls away to superstitious worship.”
  Since our eyes naturally have an insatiable lust for more sights, and since they have a nearly indomitable power over the imagination, who can say that this film will be the last of such theatrical icons? Some who have acknowledged the fact that the Reformers and Puritans would not see this film, have made feeble attempts to suggest that they did not forsee cinema and the presentation of the gospel in such a mode.  My answer is that John Owen came pretty close to it when he used the term “stage-plays” in his condemnation of image use.
  And the Westminster Divines precluded the use of the film when they explained the Second Commandment in the Larger Westminster Catechism. Read the following words carefully.

Whatsoever; all worshipping of it [image], or God in it or by it [this is a very important phrase. Those who say that they don’t worship the image are guilty if they worship God by the use of it.] …whether invented and taken up of ourselves, or received by tradition from others, though under the title of antiquity, custom, devotion, good intent, or any other pretense…”
 That some people admit that they will never be able to think of Christ again in the same way after they have seen the film is proof of this point. 

It is impossible that an ocular “sermon” be faithful to a spiritual message. Even the divinely-appointed types in Old Testament literature were called by the inspired writers “shadows.”  These visible representations of spiritual truths were deliberately unlike the real and temporary because it is always man’s sinful inclination to conform the reality of the spiritual world to the reality of what he sees and thus pervert the truths of the Gospel. “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith the Lord” (Isaiah 55:8).  

As already stated, the preaching of the Cross is by Divine intent a matter of the spirit, and it is the presentation of a truth that is not only historical, but is spiritual and dynamic. And it is to be done by God’s witnesses in His way. Martin Luther, the champion of “Sola Scriptura” (Scripture alone), said it bluntly: “The entire source and origin of salvation rests on this, that God sends out someone (a true minister of the Word).  If He does not send out any, then they who preach, preach falsely, and their preaching is no preaching at all.  In fact, it would be better for them not to preach.  Then also they who hear, hear error, and it would be better for them not to hear.  Then also they who believe would believe false doctrine, and it would be better for them not to believe.  Then also they who call upon Him would call falsely, and it would be better for them not to call.  For such preachers do not preach; such hearers do not hear; such believers do not believe; such callers do not call; they will be damned because they would be saved (by falsehood).  So we read in Proverbs 1:28ff: ‘Then shall they call upon me, but I will not answer; they shall seek me early, but they shall not find me: for that they hated knowledge and did not choose the fear of the Lord.’”
 

  That emotions be stirred by the violent death of a man some two thousand years ago is not the same thing as a revival, even if it is recognized that that bloody and sacrificial moment was on our behalf.  Don’t be deceived by the plethora of testimonies about the strong, spiritual and intense emotions that were felt by the audience at the viewing of this movie.  One would be callused indeed if he was not moved by the vivid reenactment of any man’s death on behalf of anyone even if he was not the Son of God.  I imagine that a lengthy film of the quality that Mel Gibson is capable of directing were made of any crucifixion, there would still be the same stunned silence at the end of the movie that so many reviewers claim to be the moving of God.  God forbid that anyone could walk away from such a movie on the death of anyone, even a crook, laughing and smacking the popcorn butter off his lips. People have watched hardened murderers and rapists executed and there was stunned silence there too.  

It reveals a naïveté of horrific consequence that so many people would rejoice in the strong emotion this film causes as if it is turning men to God.  That there would be some reaction immediately is human and has been evident in other films of other types. That many will immediately become “Jesus fans” will not surprise me. That some even make vows of obedience or professions of faith is to be expected.  It is human. And something this powerful will cause what the great Scottish preacher and friend of C.H. Spurgeon called  “transient devotion.” He said, “in the affairs of this life, men are often led by the operation of strong causes to act in opposition to their real character... in these cases, as in that of religion, there is a suspension of the natural disposition, not a renewal of it.  All religion must be transient, by whatever cause it is produced, and by whatever ardor it should, for a season, be practiced, that does not spring from a regenerated mind… Do not then, my dear children, be satisfied with a mere excitement of the feelings, however strong it may happen to prove; but seek to have the general bias of the mind renewed.”
  Again, he warns his children of the intoxicating danger of emotional excitement that could in fact harden the heart against God.  “Instead of preparing you at some future time to receive the gospel,” he says, “such a state of mind, if persisted in, has a most direct and dangerous tendency to harden the heart.”

It also reveals a confused and unbiblical conception of sin that must see the reenactment of a crucifixion to feel the grief of one’s crimes against the Lamb of God.  My own sins crucified the Lamb. Granted, Gibson believes that Jesus was wounded for our transgressions, but while he attempts to faithfully depict the Crucified Lord and is unsuccessful, neither can he accurately depict our sinfulness.  The movie cannot possibly be as realistic as it must be unless every face of the hateful mob resembles mine, unless every Roman soldier looks like me, and unless images of every one of my sins are inflicting the wounds, the lashes, the spittle, and the nails.  But since it is impossible to accurately forge representative images of my sins that would look nearly as demonic and hideous as they should, it is also impossible to properly recreate the crucifixion through images.  It is the Holy Spirit of the Crucified One that convicts of sin, righteousness, and judgment and the real dread of the Cross is made real to me by Him in a spiritual way.  My bloodguiltiness for His crucifixion is impressed upon my broken heart against the backdrop of my own willful and daily disobedience.  

Ocular images may flood my mind through the eye gate and overwhelm my emotions.  But they will not accomplish God’s design.  It is the Sword of the Lord, the Holy Word of God, that is “living and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the division of soul and spirit, and of joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12).   Gibson’s Passion will never pierce that deeply and expose that much; and God forbid that I give it an opportunity to attempt it lest it inoculate my spiritual sense to the working of God in the inner man. For it is in the inner man that we are to be strengthened by the Spirit (Ephesians 3:16) and the physical eyes have no power whatsoever to transfer any image of any kind that deep.  John Calvin is right. God’s “injunction is, that the doctrine common to all should there be set forth by the preaching of the Word.”
  

Mel Gibson is a Catholic. Not only is he a Catholic, but he is unashamedly committed to the old ways. I highly respect him for his courage, but I highly deplore both the old and new ways of the Church of Rome.  It is still deceitful and it continues to replace the Verbal with the Ocular.  The Scriptures say, “In the beginning was the Word” (John 1:1) – not  “the Image.”

My belief is that this film will do what images have done for centuries – only with a more insidious power – and that is to draw tears to men’s eyes while simultaneously hardening their hearts. Iron, by being frequently heated, is hardened into steel.
  Presenting the historical fact of the crucifixion in pictorial mode will fail to present the spiritual and current fact that our sins trample underfoot His blood, which is why the drama of the Cross must be preached.  As horrible as Golgotha was, many men died in that same fashion.  Only One, the Precious Lamb of God, endures attempted re-crucifixion in the hearts of men millions of times over every day until the end of time (Hebrews 6:6).  For it is a spiritual truth that Jesus Christ not only suffered, but He still suffers – not as the Roman Catholics perceive it as if He is still being sacrificed – but in that when His Church is persecuted for His truth, He is grieved.  There is a sharing of affliction that takes place when we become true ministers of His Word (Colossians 1:24).  It is a spiritual truth that not only does the blood of Christ atone for our sins in that He died once for all, but that it “keeps on cleansing us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). It is a spiritual truth that if we love Him and proclaim Him as we should we will enter into the “fellowship of His sufferings” (Philippians 3:10) and that we will “fill up what is lacking in the afflictions of Christ” (Colossians 124).  Piper is not exaggerating to say as mentioned above that the crucifixion is “both a past event of substitution and a present event of execution.”

Thus, preaching is worship because it fulfills the great commission and continues the ministry of the Lord Jesus Christ here on earth.  I agree with Charles Haddon Spurgeon that the hearing of sermons is an act of worship. “Moreover, if the observation be meant to imply that the hearing of sermons is not worshipping God, it is founded on a gross mistake, for rightly to listen to the gospel is one of the noblest parts of the adoration of the Most High.  It is a mental exercise, when rightly performed, in which all the faculties of the spiritual man are called into devotional action.  Reverently hearing the word exercises our humility, instructs our faith, irradiates us with joy, inflames us with love, inspires us with zeal, and lifts us up toward heaven.”
 Yes, hearing the preached Word is worship, which implies that the preaching of the Word is worship.   And this is rightful worship. For our Lord decreed that the Gospel be brought to men through preaching. “How shall they hear without a preacher” (Romans 10:14)?  

When a film is presented as the provocateur of spiritual worship it teeters on the precipice of idolatry and has already plummeted into the depths of ignorance.  That this film has been heralded with such enthusiasm by Christian circles is thanks to the persistent indoctrination of supposed experts on worship that have convinced the masses that worship is an experience, a rush, and an emotional drama brought on by carefully orchestrated programs, moods, music, and images. But these supposed experts are radically different than the experts in the 1600s, our Puritan forefathers. Their view of worship was much higher. “Worship is an act of the understanding, applying itself to the knowledge of the excellency of God and actual thoughts of his majesty; recognizing him as the supreme Lord and Governor of the world, which is natural knowledge; beholding the glory of his attributes in the Redeemer, which is evangelical knowledge.”
  

A recognized fact about movies is that it is almost impossible to think during the watching of it. Movies produce simulated spirituality, the kind so eerily described by William Dean in his book, The American Spiritual Culture and the Invention of Jazz, Football and the Movies.

Movies are important because they allow people to “look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen” (2 Corinthians 4:18). When the Apostle Paul asked people to “look” at what is “unseen,” he called on the followers of Jesus to perceive what they could not perceive with their five senses.  Admittedly, rather than shun the sensed world, the movies rejoice in it; nevertheless, like Paul, the movies rely on what cannot be sensed.  That is, the faith of the movies lies not in their visual images, nor in their audible words and music, but in the combined, intangible effects of both of these.  Movies trust that the real motion of the world is not to be sensed, but nevertheless, experienced.  The movie’s light and sound, like the Eucharist’s bread and wine, are not themselves the important things.  The movies makes possible “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”

The audience, for which two hours appeared impassive, files out of the auditorium converted, by another movie possessed.  As with great stories told at houses of worship, the movie’s story transforms receptive congregants into witnesses of power greater than the medium’s own sensate power.

These very words would be encouraging to the simple minded person who believes that Mel Gibson’s The Passion is the gospel on film.  But we have already stated that the Gospel message cannot possibly be given on film through drama. Therefore the converts that file out of the auditorium are not converts of the true Gospel unless God, as He graciously can and sometimes does, works repentance in a viewer, not because of the film, but in spite of it.

Some may oppose my opposition and, in an effort to shame me for my position, be ready with anecdotes of evidence that God has used the movie in spectacular ways. I have no doubt that by the time this is read there will be thousands of stories of spiritual experiences that took place on opening night. This fact does not unsettle me.  In fact, my friends, I hope that there are genuine conversions that take place.

 How little you understand those of us who love the Gospel if you think that we will be embarrassed if God mercifully uses this. In fact, we hope that God will use it.  We pray that God will graciously use any means to draw men to Himself. And we rejoice “when Christ is preached whether in pretense or in truth” (Philippians 1:18).  But, while we hope for blessing it is not because we are confident that The Passion  is the right thing, it is because we are confident that this movie is the wrong thing.  While we acknowledge the tender mercy of God that uses many things to draw men to Himself, we are not of the ilk that says that the end justifies the means. For as precious as the souls of men are, God has said obedience is better than sacrifice (1 Samuel 15:23).

I will not attend the movie or rent the video. Likewise, I will encourage others to avoid the movie.  Yet, I will be the first to lift up my hands to the glory of God when He uses it to bring poor lost sinners to Him.  God used Balaam and his donkey to speak truth. But I do not desire to be Balaam, nor his donkey nor do I wish to emulate their methods.  To claim the rightness of something because God uses it is to ignorantly suppose that God is eager to jump on board with all of our schemes, and that He endorses everything that He blesses.  This shows a lack of understanding, both of the sinfulness of men and the holiness of God.  That God uses anything or any of us is a condescending act of grace and mercy. God’s blessing is not an endorsement or a blank check to keep on doing what we are doing. He causes it to rain on both the just and the wicked (Matthew 5:45). Therefore, a blessed result does not absolve us from the guilt of choosing our methods over His appointed methods.

  So, as a preacher of the Gospel, I pray to God to draw souls to Himself through this movie in spite of its gross errors.  And I will rejoice if He does it. Yet at the same time, I openly and unashamedly speak out against the method, decry images, preach the Gospel, and protest the movie. “I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation” (Romans 1:16,17). But this?  This is a 21st century image crafted by a courageous Catholic who has gone back to the real heart of his religion.  May God give Protestants the same admirable courage that he has to go back to the heart of our religion and say ‘no’ to images. 

Amen
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