Too Many Fakes 

1 John 2:3-6 And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his commandments. 4 Whoever says "I know him" but does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him, 5 but whoever keeps his word, in him truly the love of God is perfected. By this we may be sure that we are in him: 

6 whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked. ESV

Luke 11:52 Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of knowledge. You did not enter yourselves, and you hindered those who were entering." ESV

The stories and art illustrations for this sermon are drawn from the book, “Scams, Shams, and Flimflams, Volume 2.”  Gale Research, Inc, USA 1994

The video was called “The Last Painting” and showed the work of the artist Mike Lewis as he painted the painting of the same name.  

_______________________________________________________________________

My utter lack of talent for drawing is well documented by those who have seen me try.  My mother took years of lessons in oil paintings and was once a very accomplished painter in her own right.  My cousin on my father’s side, has made millions from selling her paintings of the Texas countryside and owns a personal studio where she goes each day.  I am talented in several areas of my life, but, alas, drawing is not one of them – I struggle to draw the simplest stick figures or to write legibly; I think one day I might take some art lessons!

I have noticed that people who have no musical ability or training are often amazed when I put my college degree and a lifetime of piano lessons to work and listen to a recording of a song and write out the music before them as they watch.  To them, it seems almost magical to observe because it is something that is so beyond their understanding and ability.  I’m the same way about people drawing things or painting.  I’m fascinated to watch someone take a blank canvas and apply squiggly lines and paint and strokes and then voila, a picture suddenly appears.  It just sort of seems to happen.  And many a time have I been somewhere where a particularly skillful oil painting was hanging on the walls and – looking around to make sure nobody was watching lest they think me crazy – I would move close to the painting so that I could see in detail the brush strokes and the lines and such and then slowly move away until, POP!, there’s the picture.  And it’s created from all of those squiggly lines and stuff:  that’s cool!  Don’t look at me so strangely – there’s something that you are utterly devoid at also that you admire secretly and are inwardly amazed at.  Mine just happens to be art.  

One thing that I am good at is reading and I read everyday of my life.  The last few minutes of my night are always spent buried in a book and I frequent bookstores around town on my off days and raid the clearance sections.  I’ll read anything as long as it is wholesome, but usually I read nonfiction.  I always want to learn something new – to be introduced to something that I didn’t know about.  And that’s what led me to a book on famous art forgeries where I discovered some things that fascinated and spoke to me.  

______________________________________________________________________

His name is Hans van Meegeren and he is one of the most infamous art forgers in recent history.  He died in 1947, so we are talking fairly modern times with this tale.  He was good – so good that only when he chose to confess were his last paintings revealed as fakes.  

His early story is almost inspirational – as you probably guessed from his name, van Meegeren was Dutch and he was born to middle class family in 1889.  His father disapproved of his pursuing art, so the young lad had to work odd jobs as a preteen to buy the most basic of art supplies but once in high school, his talent was quickly discovered and he began to receive professional instruction and later would go on to study architecture.  Van Meegeren married in 1911 and he finally completed his art degree from a very well-known and influential school in 1914.  For the next ten years, van Meegeren supported himself by giving art lessons and by painting and selling his own work which was received well enough for him to make a living.  He painted “mainly Dutch scenes, religious paintings, the dimly lit interiors of old churches, sentimental portraits and works full of mystical symbolism.”  During this time, he became known as against all modern tendencies in art and he began to distrust art critics who were increasingly negative and critical of his work.  

His first attempted forgery was of his own work, a drawing of the interior of a church that had won a contest and, when someone offered to purchase the drawing, his wife caught him making a copy of his own work to pass off as the original.  She talked him out of the scam, but a seed of an idea was firmly planted that would later fully bloom.  In 1923, van Meegeren divorced his first wife and became involved with an estranged wife of an art critic.  She would become his second wife and, freed from the moral eye of his former wife, the forgeries would begin.  

His first forgery was called Laughing Cavalier and it was presented as a work by the Dutch painter Frans Hals.  It was authenticated by an expert, fetched a good price at an auction, but was soon detected as a forgery.  Because he sold it through another person, though, van Meegeren’s identity went undetected.   

From this episode, van Meegeren learned some valuable and important tips and decided to emulate the style of the well known 17th century Dutch painter, Vermeer.  His first Vermeer forgery was entitled Lady and Gentleman at the Spinet and was praised as a fine Vermeer by the leading art historian and expert of the day.  Soon after the success of that forgery, van Meegeren moved to France and for the next four years supported himself by painting normal portraits.  His spare time, though, was spent in studying formulas for 17th century paints and he experimented with various techniques so that the paint would dry to look older than it really is.  

Forging a 17th century painting that will remain undetected by the world’s greatest art experts is apparently no small feat.  One has to first find a 17th century canvas on which to work as all modern canvasses are an obvious giveaway.  This usually means finding a real painting from the period that is not worth as much as the forgery might be and either painting over it (called overpainting) or trying to scrape the paint off so that you begin with a blank canvas.  When you start painting, you have to be careful to only use colors that had been invented by the time of the original artist and you have to grind and mix your own pigments as they did in those days.  Then you must make your own brushes lest a modern brush fiber be left in the paint and discovered.  Van Meegeren used only hand-made badger brushes for his forgeries.  Then, when you choose what to paint, you must be very talented.  The forger has to copy the style of a great painter to the most minute details and yet paint an entirely new painting.  You cannot copy, say, a famous piece that is well-known because it will immediately be labeled as a forgery.  Instead, one must choose an artist and produce “previously unknown works” from that author and your style and painting has to be good enough to virtually match the master.  This is harder than it sounds, because not only does it require great talent, but we are so influenced by the influence of photography that when we – let me say, “when other people” because I cannot paint – when other people paint today, the way they put people’s face and lighting and the set of people’s eyes as well as the greater detail in the forefront with a gradual fading of detail to the back reveals the obvious influence of having seen photographs.  

Not only are these obstacles present to the forger, but oil paint, over time, becomes quite hard and shrinks slightly, developing a small network of fine cracks that become blackened with dust and dirt over time called “craquerlure.”  It is a great challenge and difficult task to mimic this look on a forgery without spending, say, thirty years letting the paint harden.  And then when you have your painting finished, then you have to come up with a story.  This is perhaps the hardest part of art forgery (they tell me).  You have to have a good reason why this painting hasn’t been discovered and a plausible story of where it’s been and how it just came out to public view, hundreds of years later.

Van Meegeren became an expert at this.  He mixed his own paints; he developed a system where the craquerlure seemed real; he invented grand stories about how some Italian families were on hard times and needed to sell paintings that had been hanging in their estates for generations but because to reveal their name would lead to embarrassment, he could not reveal the identity of the family.  He would take his paintings and apply a thin layer of black varnish to make it look aged and then go up into his attic and blow dust on the painting to give it a proper “old appearance.”  

From 1936 to 1937, he painted his most famous and greatest forgery, Christ and the Disciples at Emmaeus.  It was heralded by a famous art expert as “the greatest find of my career” and sold for what was the U.S. equivalent of two million dollars!  He had originally intended to produce just one great forgery and then, after the critics praised it, to reveal it as a fraud to shame the art critics that he had come to despise.  But the money proved too much temptation to let it go as a one time deal.  Van Meegeren’s now infamous “career” was now fully under way and he would paint many more “Vanmeers” which enable him to live a life of luxury. 

His story would have gone undetected had it not been for World War II and the eventual discovery that one of his paintings had been sold to a famous Nazi leader and was in the Nazi’s personal art collection.  It was a national offense to patronize or collaborate with the Nazis and so to save himself and avoid a long trial and an even longer sentence, van Meegeren confessed to forgery – a crime, but nothing compared to national wartime offenses.  

Get this:  when he confessed, the critics did not believe him.  And the world was so convinced of authenticity of his paintings that the only way he finally got them to believe his story was to paint several more paintings from jail that matched all of the criteria.  Only then did the critics admit that they had been duped.  Van Meegeren became a folk hero for scamming a Nazi and was given a light one year sentence for fraud.  Unfortunately, he died after one month in the slammer, from complications from his drug addiction that he had developed when he had sold his first forgery for millions.  

______________________________________________________________________

I’ve taken the time to tell you of van Meegeren’s story and to detail the process of art forgeries because of one aspect about the whole process that jumped out at me as I read their stories.  After his first initial success of a forgery, van Meegeren began to incorporate more and more of his style in each new forgery to the point that the critics began to take his style and techniques as that of the original master.  To this day, art historians have trouble distinguishing which style elements and which techniques were the original Master’s and which was the forger’s.  His personal style became so intertwined with Vanmeer’s that it is impossible to tell which is which.   

This is apparently a common problem after the public has been taken in with numerous good forgeries.  Speaking about another artist, the French painter Corot, one critic said,

 “the body of work attributed to Corot is now so cluttered with fakes – some obvious and others subtle and respectable – that experts may never be able to sort out the Master from the forger.”        

In other words, we cannot really tell today what the Master intended for his works to be because there’s just too many fakes!  Too many fakes that pass for the real and vice versa!  And such makes it hard to spot and pull out the genuine from the crowd.  And now people are skeptical of the genuine paintings from this artist because of all of the fakes that they have seen.

There is a spiritual point to all of this.  Because our lives are but a canvas upon which is added another stroke and line and layer everyday.  And to be a “Christian” is supposed to be by definition to “be Christ like.”  When all is as it is supposed to be, a Christian is a work of art by the Master, Himself; a canvas which portrays a work of art that could only be created by the one and only True Master, Jesus Christ.  As Christians we are to be a work of heaven – a work of Christ.  And yet, there are so many people today who claim to be Christian that are actually far from what they claim, that the very term has become meaningless and it has become very hard for this world to distinguish true Christians from the forgeries!  I’m speaking of fallen televangelists who preached high sounding morals on their shows and yet had trouble living them in their own personal life.  Of Christian movements and mega churches where such Biblical subjects as sin and water baptism and repentance are never mentioned, but the pulpit emphasis is upon shallow praise and getting enough sleep and eating right.  Or saints who profess one thing on Sundays and yet live quite another identity throughout the week.  Such forgeries have eroded the canvas of this world’s view of Christianity to the point that it’s hard to denote to them what is original and what is not.  

This is not a message by someone who is disillusioned or disgruntled with the kingdom of God.  I don’t think “everybody is a hypocrite.”  Most people that I have known who believed that “everybody is a hypocrite” were a hypocrite themselves and their attitude stemmed from what they saw in their own lives.  I know that there are genuine believers out there who are true within and without, because my wife and I and many of you are trying our best to be such.  God will have a church and there will always be those who listen to His call to righteous living and holy lifestyles.  And yet we must admit that there will also always in every group of professed believers be those who are quite different from what they profess to be.  Call them hypocrites; call them frauds, call them forgeries; call them the “Judas element,” but they will always exist.  In Jesus’ time it was the Pharisees and lawyers who were experts at Moses’ law and who were good at making up religious rules of righteousness but not so good at obeying them, themselves.  In modern vernacular, they were “good at talking the talk, but not so good at walking the walk.”  Jesus, in His ministry, hammered such people and continually warned His disciples of becoming like them.  

That there were people who were Christian forgeries attending the early Apostolic church is evident from reading the epistles, especially the book of 1 John.  We read in our text, how to know if you are genuine or not:

1 John 2:3-6 And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his commandments. 4 Whoever says "I know him" but does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him, 5 but whoever keeps his word, in him truly the love of God is perfected. By this we may be sure that we are in him: 

6 whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked. ESV

Here’s how you know whether or not you are a genuine product of the Master:  do you keep His commandments?  Do you walk in this world in the same way in which he walked?  It’s not enough to confess Him as Lord, but rather the question is, “do you walk as the Lord did?”  Your daily walk and your daily actions and your daily decisions determine and tell you much as to whether you are a true masterpiece being formed daily by the Master’s touch or just another forgery!  John wouldn’t have addressed the subject in his writing if it had not been a viable issue of his day in the church.  

There will always be the forgeries, but I want to be genuine!  I want to be real!  I want to be truly a Christian and truly following Him!  There are too many fakes – I don’t need to add to that number.  I can do nothing about them, but I can do something about me – I can only be following Him if I am walking as He walked and keeping all of His commandments!  God is calling us to the sober awareness that He is looking for people who will allow themselves to be formed by the Master into a real portrait of what He is trying to do!  This world has seen too many fakes – they need to see genuine Christians!  They need to be able to look upon people upon whom and within whom lie the unmistakable marks of “having been with Jesus!”  

That’s what the Pharisees said of Peter and John.  The Bible records:

Acts 4:13 Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were uneducated, common men, they were astonished. And they recognized that they had been with Jesus. ESV    

It was obvious, even to the spiritual forgeries of Jesus’ day, the Pharisees, that Peter and John had been with Jesus.  They spoke as He spoke; they responded to situations as He responded; they acted like Him; they walked like Him; they had been changed to have the undeniable marks of the Master who was shaping and painting the canvas of their lives.  And when they were put on trial, even the fakes could not help but noticing, “these guys are the real deal, it’s obvious that they have been with Jesus Christ!”

How about us?  Everybody claims to be some sort of Christian nowadays, but is it obvious even to the fakes that we have spent quite a bit of time with Jesus?  If we were to stand trial for our lifestyle and actions, would even the worst critics have to confess, “these have been with Jesus, we can tell!?”  Have we truly been with Jesus until we have been changed?  Have we spent the time this week in His presence that we need to become like Him?  Can the world see the Master’s touch and design and techniques in our lives, or is it so deluded that we just seem as everybody else?  I’m not talking about being in your face to people.  I’m not talking about wearing Christian T-shirts and getting a cross tattoo on your forehead, but rather as they watch you day in and day out, what are they seeing?  Are they seeing the genuine or are they seeing a very carefully formed forgery of what a Christian should be?  

Let me tell you what I have learned from living for God for three decades plus and watching thousands of others try to do the same.  I’ve learned that:

It’s hard being a genuine fake Christian!

Just as it is very difficult to produce a forgery in painting, it’s even harder to live in such a way where you present yourself as genuine when you are not.  Being a genuine fake Christian is very, very difficult.  For example:

It’s hard to pay tithes and offering without a genuine heart inside that has unwavering faith that God will bless you and provide for all of your needs.

It’s hard to worship on the outside and to bow on the outside continually week in and week out without the inner man having had first submitted himself before God Almighty.

It’s hard to forgive others and to release bitterness on your own without the Holy Spirit helping and guiding you.

It’s hard to talk and act like Christ when your thoughts are so full of worldliness and sin and lust because of what you’ve constantly been taking in through your eyes and your ears.

It’s hard to fast when there is not a burning desire to see more of God in your life and to submit to His will and to win others inside you.

It’s hard to pray when there is not an inward longing to spend more time with God and when you are living for yourself and wanting to do things your way.

It’s hard winning people to a cause and a kingdom for which you are not totally surrendered and sold out to.  

It’s hard to make the effort to come and listen to Apostolic preaching that hits close to home and to be faithful to the house of God when you have no real desire that you must decrease and He must increase in your life.

The old saying is that, “it’s hard to live for God easy and it’s easy to live for God hard.”  To the half-committed; to the fakes; to those who really have not been changed as they should be and who are not living as they should, living for God is hard.  For those who are submitted to God’s will and who have genuinely been changed and who are the genuine product of Jesus forming in them – they may have difficult times and hardships – but the tenants of Christianity and the day to day walking as He walked such as worship, obedience, and prayer naturally arise out of an inner man that has been recreated into the image of his Maker!  

And so the active living for God is not hard to someone who is genuine!  You will go through storms and you will have bad days, but to do what He has commanded and to walk as He has walked is not difficult if you have been changed from the inside out to be like Him!  I know not everybody perhaps needs to hear this from a practical standpoint, but really yet all of us do need to reminded that there is a genuine conversion experience and there is a real walk with God and there is a genuine faith and it is to genuine and real that God is calling people:  I’m preaching that the world has seen too many fakes, to the point that many of them are skeptical that there is even a genuine – we need to show them differently!  God is calling us to be an original masterpiece; a work of art from the Master painter of life and to not be a genuine fake!  It’s so much easier just living for God in spirit and in truth!

There’s a famous quote, that has been attributed to several different people, but regardless of who said it, it holds good advice:

Dance like nobody's watching; love like you've never been hurt.
Sing like nobody's listening; live like it's heaven on earth.

To apply that concept to this message, let me say, “the world will be skeptical because they have seen so many fakes, but be genuine anyway!”  They will naturally doubt and scoff, but be the real deal anyway!  They will question and criticize but still do as Christ did anyway!  They will point to the fakes and the hypocrites and try to lump us all in the same boat, walk on water anyway!  They will disguise their lack of faith and issues with things like, “all of religion and all Christians are phonies” – you know better, live righteously anyway!  If you follow Him, you will be misunderstood, persecuted, and ostracized, just as Jesus was, let Him have His way in you anyway!”  The world’s seen too many fakes – let Jesus make you into the genuine masterpiece that He desires for you to be!    

_____________________________________________________________________     

We read in our other text where Jesus told some of the fakes of His day:

Luke 11:52 Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of knowledge. You did not enter yourselves, and you hindered those who were entering." ESV

He said, that they had taken away “the key of knowledge” by not doing what they preached and professed God’s Word to say.  The “key of knowledge” – the key to getting something across to someone else and teaching them truth – is then for others to see you doing what you are teaching.  The best way to teach others is not to tell them, but to show them by action and by living it out for them in front of them.  In fact, if you were to never say a word to your children, they would yet still learn and probably one day copy the example that they see acted out in front of them.  People learn most if, and you will have the most impact if, you will enter into the truth yourselves!  But when people say one thing and don’t enter into that truth in their own lives, they not only make it hard for others to learn truth by taking away the “key of knowledge” but they hinder those who would enter into that truth.  

Do you know why we have not reached our world for Christ?  There are too many fakes that have been paraded in front of them under the guise of “born again Christianity!”  Too many Christians are trying to be like Christ without really having Christ at the center of their lives.  Too many people are trying to live as a Christian either without the Holy Spirit living within them, or if they have actually received the Holy Spirit, without listening to it and allowing it to consume and change and alter them from the inside out!  

And the problem is in their method.  Too many Christians are trying to start to present Christ by building on an old canvas that still bears the stains of their sins and that has not been truly washed clean.  And they, themselves, are trying to mix everything together and to portray the image of Christ by attempting under their own power to alter their lives to give off the impression of Christ.  But they are trying to do this in themselves, and it comes off as fake and as contrived and never works!  And by not entering into a true lifestyle and letting Christ be seen in their life because He has truly changed them from the inside out, they hinder others from coming to Christ and take away “the key to knowledge.”  

The way it ought to be is much like this video of the painting that we watched.  We should start with repentance and water baptism and thus a fresh and white canvas.  And we should allow the hand of God and His Spirit and His Word to change this area and to adjust this other area over here and to alter that and to work on that and to allow His hands to have complete freedom in our lives.  And if we do that, the ending portrait, the end result will be the unmistakable impression of Christ showing through!  As people watch this area of our life being shaped and this area being formed differently and this other part being colored with a new look, then suddenly they will realize that what they are seeing now in our lives is not just a series of small strokes, but the unmistakable image of Christ!    

As this happens, we will walk as He walked because it is He within us driving and directing us.  And people will come to God because they will see someone who it cannot be denied has been with Christ and who has been transformed by His power.  The world has seen too many fakes – it’s time to make up in your mind that you will allow God to remold you into the real thing!  This world is looking for something genuine and God is calling us to be the Masterpiece of His design and the product of His handiwork!  There is a call to be genuine!  Everyday, every hour, every minute, everywhere to be changed until the landscape of our existence is unmistakably imprinted with Jesus Christ!  The world has seen too many fakes – be the real thing!  Don’t grow weary of God changing this little area or asking you to let Him work over there, because the end result is to show forth Christ!      

________________________________________________________________________

I close with a simple story, again from the art world:

Alfred duPont, a wealthy industrialist, became suspicious when an art dealer tried to get him to buy what was claimed to be an “eighteenth-century French” painting of one of his ancestors.  The asking price began at $25,000 – a large sum of money in 1931 – and then when duPont wasn’t eager to buy it, the price went down to $10,000 and then eventually down to a mere $1,000.  Because the frame was worth about $400 by itself, duPont finally bought the painting.

It is true that you can always tell the genuine from the fake by their asking price!  The genuine never lowers their standards, but the fake will sell out for almost anything.  Just a thought!  Are you real or genuine:  what does your selling price have to say about that?

DuPont took the painting to a curator who quickly determined that the painting was a forgery and that it had been altered by overpainting – the picture that was visible had been painted over another image.  Since the forgery was worthless, the curator suggested that the overpainting be removed, and when that had been done, the original painting turned out to be the magnificent Madonna and Child by the 17th century Spanish painter, Murillo, and was then valued at a whopping $150,000.  The forger had painted a worthless portrait that once removed, let the genuine and truly valuable come forth!  

Man was originally created in God’s own image and yet sin and this world has overpainted what was the original masterpiece.  We need to let God strip away sin’s image in our life, and let God strip away our self-portrait of righteousness that we try to paint to cover and mask who we really are.  And we need to let the original image as God designed to come through!  His image and His original design is where our value lies and we will only possess it when we are willing to drop all of the other masks and fronting and let Jesus Christ be glorified and shine through our lives.  This world has seen way too many fake Christians – who are Christian only in namesake and not in reality.  Let’s allow God to remake us into the image of Christ and let our lives be completely shaped by Him!  God is calling us to be genuine!  

