
How Do You Go So Far Astray? 
Introduction. Think of what all the apostle Paul experienced in his life. It is quite 

an impressive list. He saw and heard the risen Lord (Acts 9:3-6). He traveled to Arabia 
and Europe, visiting many famous sites of the ancient world. A pagan priest tried to 
worship him as a god (Acts 14:8-18). He witnessed the city of Ephesus riot in their 
theater (Acts 19:21-41). He raised a young man from the dead (Acts 20:9-12). He was 
almost killed in a riot in Jerusalem (Acts 21:30-32). He survived a shipwreck (Acts 
27:13-44) and being bitten by a poisonous snake (Acts 28:3-6). This does not include 
the events he mentions in 2 Corinthians 11:23-12:4, like being beaten several times 
and being called up into heaven.


What would it take to make someone who had experienced such things to be 
astonished? What would make Paul marvel in amazement? What could possibly 
compete with and surpass the wonderful things he had seen and done? He mentions it 
in Galatians 1:6.


“Marvel” is a significant word. It means feeling or showing great surprise or 
wonder. It is translated from the same Greek word used to describe the way people 
reacted to the miracles of Jesus (Luke 8:25; 9:34; 11:14).


Notice that Paul wasn’t amazed that false teachers had come in among the 
churches of Galatia and had tried to draw these Christians away into error. He warned 
of such dangers on numerous occasions (Acts 20:29-30; 2 Corinthians 11:13; Titus 
1:10). Paul did not express amazement when he witnessed a fellow apostle fall into sin 
(Galatians 2:11-14). He knew of the personal battles that the apostles had to fight 
against sin and temptation (1 Corinthians 9:24-27). Paul didn’t even express 
amazement when a fellow laborer forsook the cause of Christ because he loved the 
world (2 Timothy 4:10).


Paul was amazed when Christians abandoned the truth for error. I have seen a 
lot of brethren who have failed to grow spiritually. I have seen strong Christians fall into 
sin, and weak Christians abandon their faith to embrace the world. I can certainly 
understand how these things happen. This world has a way of crowding our hearts and 
pulling us away from Christ. However, one thing I cannot understand is how a faithful 
Christian can abandon the gospel for religious error. How can someone who knows the 
truth talk themselves into serving and worshiping God in a manner contrary to the 
truth? Yet it happens far too often.


There were a lot of people raised in religious error. They were blessed to have 
learned the gospel truth. They paid a price to accept it, and they know how valuable it 
is. How can someone who has the truth exchange it for false doctrine? Why would 
someone exchange the Lord’s true church for a denominational counterfeit? For the 
next several minutes, let’s focus on three concepts for seekers of truth.


I. Apostasy Is Possible 
A. The impossibility of apostasy is a very popular doctrine among those who 

embrace the tenants of Calvinism. Yet, the Bible clearly shows that Christians 
can lose their faith and leave the Lord. Later in the letter, he says “you have 
fallen from grace” (Galatians 5:4).
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B. God extends His grace to us through the gospel. We have to accept it, receive 
it, and abide in it because it is possible to stray away from God’s grace.

1. If you forsake God, He will cast you off forever and He will forsake you (1 

Chronicles 28:9; 2 Chronicles 15:2).

2. In the letters to Timothy, we learn that faith can be made shipwreck (1 

Timothy 1:19), people can depart from the faith (1 Timothy 4:1), people can 
cast off their faith (1 Timothy 5:12), and people can overthrow their faith (2 
Timothy 2:18).


3. Several people in the New Testament fell away, proving that apostasy is 
possible: Judas (John 13:2), Simon (Acts 8:12-24), Hymenaeus and 
Alexander (1 Timothy 1:19-20), and Demas (2 Timothy 4:10).


4. Even churches were warned that they needed to repent lest it was too late, 
including Ephesus and Laodicea (Revelation 2:1-7; 3:14-18).


C. The devil is a “roaring lion seeking whom he may devour” (1 Peter 5:8). This 
warning was issued to Christians. They were admonished to be sober, watchful, 
steadfast, and to resist the devil. Why? Because they could fall away.


II. Some Are Deceived By Those Who Corrupt The Gospel 
A. Judaizing teachers in Paul’s day were mixing the Law of Moses with the New 

Covenant deceiving, confusing, and misleading the brethren (Galatians 3:1).

B. Today is no different. I’ve seen young people who’ve “grown up in the church,” 

being raised by godly parents. They’ve attended schools where the Bible is 
taught and honored. But later listen to the wrong people. Doubts are put in their 
minds. They are persuaded by a perverted gospel. They lose faith in gospel 
preachers and godly elders. They question the most basic of Bible truths. And 
begin to ridicule faithful brethren on social media, raising questions and making 
pejorative comments about those following “the old paths.” Soon they began 
searching for something new and non-traditional — and, of course, they find it.


C. On Saturday, November 18, 1978, over 900 people died during a murder-suicide 
in a remote part of the South American nation of Guyana.

1. The commune consisting of followers of Jim Jones, the founder of the 

Peoples Temple, persuaded many “to willingly ingest a poison-laced punch 
while others were forced to do so at gunpoint.”


2. Jones, the charismatic religious leader, established the sect in Indianapolis 
during the 1950s. In 1965 he moved the group to Northern California. 
Following accusations of financial fraud in his church, Jones invited his 
congregation to move to Guyana to a tiny tract of land that would become 
known as Jonestown.


3. Jones pledged to build a socialist utopia. However, his promises fell far 
short. As some of his followers grew disgruntled, and others defected, the 
US government began to investigate the rouge religious leader. It was then 
that Jones, described as paranoid and declining both physically and 
mentally, commanded his followers to commit what he called a 
“revolutionary act.”


4. The next day Guyanese officials discovered hundreds of dead bodies, many 
in each other’s arms. A third of those who perished were children.
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D. The negative connotation of “drinking the kool-aid” originated from this ignoble 
event. The sad, sordid story reminds us of the Bible’s warning against false 
teachers. Peter expressed it with a sobering admonition (2 Peter 2:1-3).


E. While not as extreme as Jim Jones, there have been many false teachers 
through the years who have deceived people with doctrines that are spiritually 
detrimental and eternally disastrous.

1. Their common denominator is “destructive words.” One version translates 

this “smooth talk.” Another renders it “feigned words.” Barclay calls it 
“forged arguments.” Interestingly, the Greek word is plastois, which means 
“fabricated.” From it we derived the English word “plastic.”


2. Think about it. Plastic words fabricated by smooth-talking false teachers 
who forge arguments based on a feigned doctrine to delude and deceive 
their disciples.


F. Hebrews 2:1 suggests that apostasy happens in a very gradual manner. Sudden 
changes are too noticeable. In any apostasy, there are four stages which occur:

1. Change the thinking of the people through preaching.


a) This does not necessarily mean that lessons are full of “fluff.” Preachers 
can simply refuse to preach all of the truth. Hard sermons may be 
preached on topics that everyone agrees with, such as abortion, but 
nothing else is said.


b) There may be plenty of lessons on first principles, the home, and living a 
Christian life, but lessons on authority, false doctrines, and current trends 
are no longer preached. This will change the people because it will 
change the heart (Matthew 15:19).


2. Talk about new ideas that are meant to place doubt.

a) Questions can be asked such as, “What would be wrong with … ?” or 

“Do you think our arguments against … were good arguments?”

b) These questions are simply meant to raise doubt in the minds of the 

members. It does not matter if I am wrong or right, I am just trying to put 
doubt in your mind. Too much preaching today raises questions rather 
than answers questions.


3. Slowly introduce questionable practices that lead to apostasy.

a) This may start with practices that you just cannot quite put your finger on 

what’s wrong with them.

b) Anyone who questions these practices will immediately be labeled as a 

“brotherhood watchdog” or be accused of “trying to run the 
brotherhood”.


4. Introduce the full-blown innovation.

a) There is a zero percent chance that this congregation will have a choir 

within the next year, but you get a preacher who is willing to carry the 
congregation through these stages and in 30 years, you will have a choir.


b) Earl West’s The Search For The Ancient Order traces the division over 
instrumental music in the 1840s and it followed this exact pattern.


G. We have to be like those first Christians to “search the scriptures” to see if what 
is being taught is true (Acts 17:11); to diligently study the Bible for ourselves to 
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be approved of God (2 Timothy 2:15); and, to even test those claiming to speak 
for God, when in reality they may be false prophets (1 John 4:1-3).


H. Warren Wiersbe commented, “Religion can be a tremendous tool for exploiting 
weak people, and false teachers use religion just to get what they can. They are 
not ministers; they are merchandisers” (cp. 2 Corinthians 4:2).


III. There Is One Gospel Of Christ 
A. The Pied Pipers of a perverted gospel are very ecumenical in their religious 

ideas. They portray faithful Christians as narrow-minded, but fancy themselves 
as broad-minded, accepting, and more loving of others. They are progressive, 
but ironically not very tolerant of us who call for “book, chapter, and verse.”


B. The inspired apostle is clear. There is one gospel. It is called the gospel of Christ 
(Romans 1:16), the gospel of the kingdom (Mark 1:14), the gospel of grace (Acts 
20:24), the gospel of your salvation (Ephesians 1:13), and the glorious gospel (1 
Timothy 1:11).


C. Truth (the gospel) has specific characteristics:
1. It is discernible (Matthew 5:6; John 7:17; 1 John 2:20-21).
2. It is knowable (John 8:32).
3. It is identifiable (Romans 16:17; 1 John 4:5-6).
4. It is duplicatable (Matthew 28:18-20).
5. It is teachable (2 Timothy 2:2).

D. Ephesians 4:5 declares that there is “one faith.” “Faith” is equated with truth 
(Acts 6:7; 13:8; 14:22; 16:5) which means that there aren’t multiple truths or 
faiths from which to choose. A different gospel is not the pure gospel. It is a 
corrupted message, a distorted doctrine, and a false faith.


Conclusion. “How do people go so far astray spiritually?” asked Joe Stowell in 
his book Following Christ. This question was raised when Stowell read an article in his 
local paper about a man, Tom Wilson, who was gunned down as a member of a Neo-
Nazi gang. 


Tom had grown up in the church where Stowell preached. He had confessed 
Christ and was baptized. And was active in the church as a teenager. He was “a very 
good student and won many points for faithful memory work, lesson completion, and 
attendance,” according to his fourth-grade Bible class teacher. 


How did Tom Wilson fall so far away from the Lord? No doubt many of us who 
teach and preach wonder the same thing about those who leave the Lord. Why? How? 
What happened?


We have to be on guard and alert to those who want to deceive us and lead us 
away from the truth. Paul’s call is still relevant today: “Stand fast therefore in the liberty 
by which Christ has made us free, and do not be entangled again with a yoke of 
bondage” (Galatians 5:1). Yet, like Paul, when I see the faithful fall, “I marvel.”


I am deeply indebted to Ken Weliever and Heath Rogers for the use of their material.
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