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“Renewal, God’s Word for a Fresh Start”

#1 Personal Renewal, it starts with the heart.

Luke 15:18-21 & Colossians 3:1-4
July 13, 2008

I would give anything in the world to be able to spiritually and emotionally turn back my life clock to 1964. (Certainly not my physical clock or my intellectual clock. I wouldn’t want to be 22 years old again for anything.) But I would love to be spiritually and emotionally as I was in 1964. Why that year? Because in 1964 I had just given my heart to Jesus, lock, stock and barrel. I was sold out to Jesus! I was on fire for Jesus! Nothing else was important to me. I would like to have that intensity of purpose, that unconditional trust and love for Jesus once again. That all empowering, go wherever you want me to go, do whatever you want me to do Jesus, kind of commitment.


Do I love Jesus today? Of course I do! Do I follow Him today? I try to! Am I on fire for Jesus? Yes, but the fire I have for Jesus today doesn’t burn as hot as it did 44 years ago. But there isn’t any reason why it couldn’t. The years have made no difference in God’s love for me. The same passion He had for me in 1964 He has now. I have changed, God hasn’t. In Revelation 2:4 Jesus says “You have forsaken your first love. Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first.” I want to “remember the height from which I have fallen!” Not just remember it, but live it again, get back there. I want to “Repent and do the things I did at first.” I want to say to God, “I am sorry but somehow over these past 40 + years of wandering in your fields I have lost much of the fire and drive I had on that night you called me.” I want it to be how it was when I first gave my life to Jesus. I want me to be today like I was then. This isn’t just another sermon from me, this is my confession. I have forsaken my first love. I need a fresh start! I need renewal. Lord help me! How in the world can I get from where I am to where I was?

I am certain of this, the fire of commitment can’t come from inside me, it isn’t there to come forth. The fire, the joy, the commitment is created by God, not by my efforts. But I also know from scripture that God doesn’t ignite His fire in our hearts unless our hearts are first open to receive. And that step, the step of opening our hearts, is ours and ours alone. What in God’s world must I do for God to jump start my spiritual fire? I think I have found an answer. “An” answer because I suspect God has many ways to start or restart our spiritual fires, this is just one.


The first step is to do what Jesus told us to do in Revelation 2:5, “remember” how it was in that day so long ago. Remember the joy that seemed to come out of nowhere. Remember the Pentecostal excitement. Remember the commitment that had no fear. Remember the love that poured over you. Remember your faith in the God who could do anything. Remember! Play it over and over in your mind filling in the blanks as your memory is tweaked. Bask in the memory as if in a cool breeze. See how it was, feel how it felt. Remember and then while the memories are vivid - place those memories alongside your current situation and compare them. If you are anything like me you will be amazed and not a little shocked at what you see. Something has stolen much of the fire!


Like the frog in the kettle, the day to day work of living can hide from us the original encounter we had with our God. We will know something isn’t right but we won’t know what it is, until we get so far away from God’s purposes for us that the light of His presence seems to be going out. The process of deliberately remembering helps us to return to that day, no matter how long ago it was, that day that God poured out His Spirit into our lives. That day that we were open to His Lordship. Like the prodigal son in Luke 15 until we look back at what we have lost and come to our senses we cannot go back home. We have to remember what it was like before we wandered away and compare the memory with our today lives.

But wait a minute! I suddenly realize that I am assuming you have had an experience with Jesus, a home experience to return to. You may not have had an at home with Jesus experience and therefore have nothing to return to. (I suddenly realize that in Revelation 2 Jesus is talking to church people who have wandered.) Here is where this gets sticky. I am reasonably certain that the love of Christ and His lordship comes to people in many different ways. Jesus is the one and only way to God but Jesus comes into people’s lives in many unique ways. For me the memory I long to return to was a dynamic spiritual encounter with Jesus that could be dated. But not everybody has that kind of spiritual encounter, or even needs it. Some people are born into His lordship. Both of my girls have never known any other way of life but Jesus. They could not tell you of a day when they accepted Jesus as their Lord because Jesus has always been their Lord. Many of you here today might be able to say something similar.

What I now realize is that this sermon must work on two levels, I want to be encouraging those of us who have a long history with Jesus to renew our love and commitment to Him. If you have a high point you can go back to fine, if not maybe it is time you allowed God to create one for you. How do you open yourself so that God can give you His blessing, can give you that high point? Paul tells us plainly! “Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.” You have to want an intimate relationship with God. You have to be hungry for God’s presence. You have to seek after Him, thirst for Him, long for Him. If you set your mind to discover God. He will be found. And when you find Him there will be absolutely no doubt about it. That means that you read His word to you, that you think about Him, that you talk to Him. Not just occasionally, but all the time, every day. The Christian life is not easy any more than any human relationship is easy, it takes consistent commitment and work.


And I want to urge those of you who have a, what shall I call it, a weak relationship with Jesus, I want to encourage you to quit wading around in the shallows of your faith and plunge into the deep water of total commitment to the Lord. Until you absolutely trust Him you will not be able to experience the kind of relationship I am lamenting missing. (But maybe this can be a warning to us all, relationships, even a relationship with God, requires intentional, consistent loving attention. It is work but it is worth it!) The very fact that I am lamenting missing a close relationship with God is proof I haven’t been as attentive to that relationship as I should have been. I’m doing “the things I first did” as Jesus said, and I know what God will do in response.

When I was a kid our church used to have annual “revivals”. Revival for us was a noun, it was a name for a special time of the summer. It had absolutely nothing to do with a change in us. I came to regard revivals with scorn, as a sham, an act that meant nothing. I never experienced a revival as an adjective, a descriptive experience. Nobody was revived! Nobody went away changed! Recommitted! Revitalized for Jesus! You know why? I do! Revival or renewal can’t be initiated from outside a person’s heart. Renewal has to begin in your heart and mine. Only then will it spread to others, will it spread to a church, will it spread to a nation. It has to start with you and me!

God wants to begin a great revival in this land. When I was in seminary in the early 1990’s the professors would tell us that history has shown that great revivals seem to come around about every two centuries. We have little idea why but it seems to be the case. The last great revival, often called The Second Great Awakening, occurred in the early 1800’s. Our denomination was born out of that last one. Most people would agree that what became a world wide revival started with a few individuals in various places around the world, some of them were ministers, some of them Christian laymen.

Renewal, revival, refreshing, whatever you want to call it, never starts with a nation or a denomination or even one church. It always begins with you and me, in our individual hearts. When we are on fire for God He sees to it that our flame becomes a wild fire.


So, if we want to see our relationships renewed it is up to us to begin the renewal. If we want to see our church renewed, it will have to start with us. And that’s the truth! Amen.
