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 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father 
who is in heaven. 22 On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in 
your name, and do many mighty works in your name?’ 23 And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from 
me, you workers of lawlessness.’ (Matthew 7:21-23) 
 
What is Moralistic Therapeutic Deism?  The term Moralistic Therapeutic Deism was first coined by sociologists 
Christian Smith and Melina Lundquist Denton in their 2005 book Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of 
American Teenagers (Oxford University Press). Based on extensive research, they identified the predominant beliefs of 
American teenagers, even those that claim to be Christians. The significance of Smith’s National survey (conducted in 
the early 2000s) is the fact that the 13–17-year-olds who were sampled and interviewed where later interviewed again 
at the ages of 18-23.1 The study also revealed life outcomes that are displayed by these teens (even though they 
would not admit or say that they believed in MTD or were Moralistic Therapeutic Deists.) 

a. Adopting a moralistic approach to life, believing that central to living a happy life is being a good, moral 
person. 

b. It is also about providing certain therapeutic benefits to its adherents  
c. It is about a belief in a God, who created the world, and the laws in it, but keeps away at a safe distance. God is, 

“not one who is particularly personally involved in our affairs – especially affairs in which we would prefer not 
to have God involved. Most of the time, the God of faith keeps a safe distance - Deism.”2 

 

They named the core beliefs Moralistic Therapeutic Deism or MTD. The five core beliefs of MTD are as follows: 
1. A god exists who created and ordered the world and watches over human life on earth. 
2. God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in the Bible and by most world religions. 
3. The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself. 
4. God does not need to be particularly involved in one’s life except when God is needed to resolve a problem. 
5. Good people go to heaven when they die.3 
 
Who is Affected? Everyone…Who is to blame? 

“The growth to maturity of those affected by MTD is inhibited by their overall vision of life. The type of 
religious faith they embrace is closely connected to the kind of social, cultural and economic environments they grow 
up in. Extension of formal schooling, increase in average age of entering into marriage, high demand of flexibility and 
mobility in the globalized market and the extension of parental support well into the young adults twenties – these 
factors contribute to a delay in ‘settling down’ and to the presence of significant uncertainty in the lives of emerging 
adults.”4  

Christian leaders and minsters are being blamed for, “being unfaithful by teaching and preaching a religion 
that that is ‘nice’, but not transformative. 
Statistics from CRC: Beliefs of MTDs 

1. Do not believe that people are sinful and need salvation through Jesus Christ (91%) 
2. Trust sources other than the Bible for moral guidance (88%) 
3. Contend that good people get to heaven through good behavior (76%) 
4. Do not believe that the Bible is true and reliable communication from God (71%) 

People UNDER the age of 50 were more than twice as likely as the 50+ group to find MTD appealing:  
 

1 Religious Existentialism as a Countermeasure to Moralistic Therapeutic Deism – Katrina Valcova – Communications Journal -  
2 Ibid. 
3 Got Questions - MTD 
4 Ibid. 
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What Can We Do? – Teach the Truth of God’s Word 
 

DEISM -  
• Have a high view of GOD and HIS WORD – GOD and HIS WORD must be taken seriously – HOW do we that? We 

become theologians. God gives us HIS WORD – “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.5 You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. (Deuteronomy 6:4-5) 

A. God is Sovereign (supreme ruler), yet personal – He is involved in our lives.  
 

Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground outside your Father’s care. 30 And even the 
very hairs of your head are all numbered. 31 So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.(Matthew 10:29-31) 
 

For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or 
rulers or authorities—all things were created through him and for him. And he is before all things, and in him all things 
hold together. (Colossians 1:16-17) 
 
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism has done something else as well.  The influence of the culture sets the stage for the 
communities to influence the individual far more than God has the ability to influence people. Soren A. Kierkegaard 
feared, “that Christendom – the alliance of the church, state and middle class culture – had falsely given the 
impression that one can have genuine faith simply by adhering to the norms of the allegedly Christian society, 
without undergoing a true transformation of one’s passional life.”5 

• Have a high view of Humanity, biblical gender and marriage -: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. (Matthew 
22:39) 

 

Then God said, “Let us make man[h] in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea 
and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on 
the earth.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. 
(Genesis 1:26-27) 
 

"The language, and therefore experience, of Trinity, holiness, sin, grace, justification, sanctification, church, . . . and 
heaven and hell appear, among most Christian teenagers in the United States at the very least, to be supplanted by 
the language of happiness, niceness, and an earned heavenly reward." 
 

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea 
and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on 
the earth.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created 
them. (Genesis 1:26-27) 
 

B. God is a plurality of ONE-NESS – He is a Father, Son and Spirit. Equal in ESSENCE – different in role and 
function. God is Relationship who made US to be in relationship with HIMSELF and OTHERS.  

 

Then the LORD God formed (YASAR) man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the 
man became a living creature. (Genesis 2:7) 
 

But for Adam there was not found a helper fit for him. 21 So the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and 
while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. 22 And the rib that the LORD God had taken from the man 
he made into (bana) a woman and brought her to the man. 23 Then the man said, “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh 
of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.” (Genesis 2:20-23) 
 

MORALISTIC 
I. Man is not moral in and of himself –  

Have a high view of SIN – Sinful vs. Sinner – “For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of GOD” – Romans 3:23 
“For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.’ (Romans 6:23) 
 

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the 
prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience— 3 among whom we all once lived 
in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body[a] and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like 
the rest of mankind. . (Ephesians 2:1-4) 

 
5 Ibid 



God – The Father Son and Spirit participate in a redemptive journey to bring humanity back into a relationship with 
himself – MTD not only has a low view of God, but a low view of man’s original condition at birth – “We are all God’s 
Children” …. 
 

For if, while we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been 
reconciled, shall we be saved through his life! (Romans 5:10) 
 

The most important point concerning Moralistic Therapeutic Deism, however, is not the difference between theism 
and deism, but how far removed from biblical truth some young people are. The beliefs of MTD are not isolated to 
Millennials, either. It seems that many people simply view God as a “cosmic genie,” a “divine bellhop,” or a roadside 
assistance mechanic—you don’t know Him or need to, but you can call Him when you are broken down and He will 
come and get you going again. The most important thing, according to MTD, is to be good, nice, and tolerant, and 
God will ultimately receive you into heaven. This view is probably held by a lot of Americans and seems to be 
becoming the dominant “civic religion,” which emphasizes the horizontal relationships with other people but 
minimizes a relationship with God. In short, MTD puts humanity at the center and, ultimately, each individual at the 
center of his or her own belief system. 

• Have a high view of CHRIST 
We come to a relationship in God by his calling of us out of sin and providing the faith that we need to be saved – 
justification by grace through faith alone. 
 

But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in 
transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. 6 And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the 
heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his 
grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. 8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not 
from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s handiwork, created in 
Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. (Ephesians 2:1-10) 
 

Existential (consequential) faith emerges in historic, liturgical (traditions and practices) of faith. It is 
characterized by the Christian Creed that summarized the vision and purpose of life as a gift from God in the narrative 
framework of the story of creation, fall, redemption and consummation (restoration)6 

Faith does not mean mimicking Jesus (How is that going for us?), but participating in his self-giving love- not 
because we have somehow chosen to be like him, but incredibly, God has chosen to become like us… The quest for 
truth, at least the truth about the most important things cannot be divorced from the quest to become the kind of 
person we need to become.”7 

MTD – Youth is quick to follow their [pastors and teachers] and think about what it means to have faith exactly 
as their faith models have taught them to think about it. Their belief content boils down to a “benign positive regard” 
for one another, for those of other faiths who hold different convictions and for the world in general. The MTD faith is 
a faith that serves to sooth us, to make us feel ‘nice’ and comfortable about ourselves, thus exhibits the traits of yet 
another post-modern version of religious idolatry.”8 Jesus has become a supplement that we take to be better people 
– WHY ? Because MTD promotes that in and of ourselves we have the ability to be “good”  
 

THERAPEUTIC 
• Have to have a high view of the Holy Spirit and biblical community 
The mission of the CHURCH and specifically the follower of Jesus is clear from Scripture – Compare the above 

TRUTHS from God’s Word to our culture around us and it is no wonder we are in the situation we are in: I do NOT 
expect the world to hold to biblical TRUTH – what is surprising is that so many “professing” Christians fail to have a 
high view (or any view for that matter) of GOD and His WORD, Humanity, Biblical Gender, SIN, and a need for Jesus to 
save US.  MTD seems to be colonizing many historical religious traditions and almost without anyone noticing, 
converting believers in the old faiths to its alternative religious vision of divinely underwritten personal happiness and 
interpersonal niceness.9 

Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is also "about providing therapeutic benefits to its adherents." As the researchers 
explained, "This is not a religion of repentance from sin, of keeping the Sabbath, of living as a servant of sovereign 
divinity, of steadfastly saying one's prayers, of faithfully observing high holy days, of building character through 

 
6 Ibid. 
7 Evans, Why Kierkegaard Still Matters – and Matters to Me.	
8 Religious Existentialism as a Countermeasure to Moralistic Therapeutic Deism – Katrina Valcova – Communications Journal -  
9 Ibid. 



suffering, of basking in God's love and grace, of spending oneself in gratitude and love for the cause of social justice, 
et cetera. Rather, what appears to be the actual dominant religion among U.S. teenagers is centrally about feeling 
good, happy, secure, at peace. It is about attaining subjective well-being, being able to resolve problems, and getting 
along amiably with other people."10 

Yet, despite its niceness and therapeutic appeal (to feel good, be happy, DO things and PRACTICE things that make 
one happy), MTD lacks genuine transformative power and, in crucial moments when difficult decisions are to be made, 
it [MTD] fails to provide adequate guidance and motivation to its proponents. The consequences, or so called ‘life-
outcomes’ of this attitude are less than desirable for many of the young people studied in Smith’s research.”11 
Although youth experience fun and can experience youthful freedom, the actual reality for many, however, is instead 
one of personal struggle, confusion, anxiety, hurt, frustration and grief… the long transition from teenage years to full 
adulthood in America has a dark side that is not often talked about or portrayed.”12 

The Spirit of God provides the “life” abundant that we can experience only through Jesus.  Sanctification is not 
about becoming a better “You” – it is the power of God setting you apart and making you more like Jesus not a “better 
form of you.” 
 

 I thank my God every time I remember you. 4 In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy 5 because of your 
partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, 6 being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will 
carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus. (Philippians 1:3-6) 
 

It is God’s will that you should be sanctified: that you should avoid sexual immorality; (I Thess. 4:3) 
 

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the 
Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. (Galatians 2:20) 
 

Both the one who makes people holy and those who are made holy are of the same family. So Jesus is not ashamed to call 
them brothers and sisters. (Hebrews 2:11) 
 

SO WHAT? 
• What steps are you taking to educate your family in a deeper understanding of God’s Word? 
• What precautions are you taking to become studious and observant of false philosophies of teaching that may 

appear to be similar to Christianity but are not? 
• What has stood out to you most in this exploration and debunking of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism?  
• What questions do you have? mvanderwiele@gmail.com 
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10 Albert Mohler – MTD – The New American Religion 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid.	



ONWARD CHURCH ANNOUNCEMENTS FOR SUNDAY, September 18, 2022 
 
1. PAL (“PARENTS OF ADDICTED LOVED ONES”) MEETING—This is for families of adult children dealing with 
substance addiction.  Every Tuesday night, 6:30 - 8:00 p.m. Free weekly meetings.   Dr. Nancy Smith, facilitator. For 
more information, contact nancy1108smith@gmail.com or 317-508-8149.   
 
3. YOUTH GROUP TONIGHT—6-8pm at Onward Church.   
 
4.  LADIES BIBLE STUDY—Wednesdays @ 9:30AM at Kathy Stump’s house (12928 Whitehaven Lane, Fishers).  
Studying the book of 1 Peter using Jen Wilkin’s guide. 
 
5. SERVERS NEEDED—Our new facility comes with needs for more workers to serve the Lord by serving one another.  
Areas of particular need: 

• Host Team—greet our members and guests with a smile and hospitality (see Kathleen Hodnett 
(khodnett1207@gmail.com) 

• Nursery—serve our youngest with loving care (see Kathy Stump 317-292-7632). 
• Worship Team—use your gifts and talents to serve the Lord (see Marc Aldarondo 

317-629-5326). 
 
6. ONWARD PRAYER RESPONSE CARD ONLINE—To make it easier for some, you can scan 
this QR code in order to complete your Prayer Response Card. 
 
7.  DONATE BIBLES in memory of or in honor of loved ones through the Gideons.  See the 
display on the table in the worship area. 
 


