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

#4 of 4, Renewing our culture
Revelations 3:14-20
August 3, 2008

Last Sunday evening all my family gathered at my daughter Bevin’s home for Brother Dave’s famous wood oven, fire roasted pizza. Non-caffeinated soda is the drink of choice at the Kurtz home. The five grandchildren will open a can, take a sip, set it down and run off to play. In a little while they will circle back around for another swig. Cans get mixed up as they move from place to place. In the midst of a conversation I reached over to what I thought was my fresh cold soda and drank in a big mouthful of lukewarm, flat soda. Yuck! I guess I should be happy there wasn’t a bug backstroking in there. “Lukewarm!” I can’t think of anything that is very palatable lukewarm. Lukewarm is body temperature warm, tepid, even water lukewarm isn’t very pleasing.


When Jesus accuses the church at Laodicea of being lukewarm we understand don’t we. Hot or cold would be committed to something, but lukewarm is disgusting, its wishy-washy. To be cold for Jesus would be terrible. To be hot for Jesus would be wonderful. To be lukewarm for Jesus is generic Christianity, a type of Christianity that has no distinctive qualities about it at all, lost in the masses, nearly irrelevant. Every time I read that passage from Revelation it unsettles me. After all, I was the guy who when he graduated from high school was known as the kid who didn’t do much but did it well. (Which is a nice way of saying I was lukewarm for studying.) I hate the idea that when I kneel before the throne of God He might say “You were never more than luke warm for me.” 

Four weeks ago we began this series thinking about personal renewal. Then the week after that we talked about relationship renewal. Last week we talked about mission renewal. And this week we are going to look at cultural renewal. Now by “cultural” I don’t mean we are going to try to develop in ourselves an appreciation for symphonic music or ballet or the fine arts, that’s a narrow definition of culture. A broader definition of culture is “the way we do things as a society, our group focus, the things that assume importance to our particular body of people”. I think God wants us to think about the way we at St. Timothy live out our calling to be His, and I think this scripture is showing us what we do not want to be, lukewarm for Jesus.

Have you noticed that in this series we have been progressively renewing outward? Our first renewal emphasis was very intimate and personal, just us and God. Our second renewal began to turn outward with a look toward relationship renewal, us and God and others who are close to us. Last week’s renewal topic took the outward movement one step further, us and God and the world we interact with, our personal God given mission field. This week we are going to take a few minutes to consider how God might be leading us to renew our corporate cultural commitment, you and I gathered together as St. Timothy Cumberland Presbyterian Church and God.

I wasn’t here in 1970 when that first group of people gathered in a local home to discuss creating a new church in this area. I don’t really know what the motivation was. I can assume a few things from the records and from knowing those good people as I do. They had a nice core group of people interested in establishing a new church. Many of those gathered that evening lived in this area but were worshipping across town and wanted to be able to worship closer to home. There were no Cumberland Presbyterian churches in this part of the county, the community was growing and it seemed a great place to plant one. And most importantly, according to the covenant they all signed and is now hanging in the entry hall, their fellowship was organized “to glorify God and further the cause of our Lord Jesus Christ”. They had a vision of the culture of this church.

That covenant was drafted and signed by all in 1970. A great many things have happened since then, both good and bad. I could list them, but I don’t want this to be a short pat on the back sermon. I feel like God is asking us what difference St. Timothy is making right now. What difference are we making in our little part of the world today? Is our St. Timothy culture in line with God’s vision for us? I don’t know if we can find a perfectly clear answer to those questions today, but just wanting to be in sync with God’s vision is a good start.

In Matthew 7:13 Jesus said that following Him was like squeezing through a narrow gate and walking down a narrow path. Following Jesus always takes some work to get through the gate and a deliberate effort to stay on His narrow path. That is why Jesus said not many do it. Cultural renewal is about taking a close look at what we see as our mission and doing whatever we must to refine our walk with the Lord. An important part of my job as your pastor is to keep St. Timothy on God’s narrow path.

Cultural renewal is an important topic because I think we are in a quiet reformation. The first reformation focused on what the church believed and helped lead us away from a theology that had become corrupted by the power of authority. That reformation was violent, as some have to be to make changes happen. (Moses didn’t just stroll out of Egypt with God’s people did he; he tore them away from Egypt.) This quiet reformation that I think we are going through includes a careful look at our biblical foundations with an emphasis on how we are living out those foundations, our culture. This reformation asks the question, “How are we living out our faith as a church? Are we walking the walk we are talking, not as individuals, but as a church?” (Last week we talked about our individual missions, today we are thinking about our corporate mission, which always includes many individual missions.)

I think this reformation is being driven by God using Christians who love the Lord and His church but have been disappointed by the disparity between what we say we believe and will do, and what we are really doing, (which may be revealing what we really believe).

You know what James said about professions of belief and actions! “As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead.” (James 2:26) I think this new movement is being driven by the increasing failure of our society to adhere to God’s narrow path for us and the disappointing fact that many churches are falling far short of the mission God gave them. Those churches are doing little or nothing to be the church that loves their neighbors.

Honestly, I don’t think St. Timothy is in that “failing” group but I do think we are just on the outer edges of it, held outside that group of failing churches by our occasional work with several non-profit agencies and our outreach to the community through our Preschool ministry. But I also think we are too often a luke-warm people who could do a lot better for Jesus.

We live in an exciting but troubling time in history for our country and the Christian church. Our American government continues to grow larger and larger, more and more involved in our daily lives. Some would say that is good, others would see it as a bad thing. (Personally I think government participation is both good and bad at the same time.) I am a long way from being a historian but it seems to me that this swing toward big government really took off during the Great Depression of the early twentieth century.


But in the twenty-first century, as big government grows, basic services provided by the government are shrinking. Every day we hear about some area of governmental social support that is suffering from lack of funds while the country runs a growing huge financial deficit. The median age of the country is getting older but old age security benefits are getting harder to access, medical costs are rising while ways to pay the costs are getting tighter, our infrastructure, like our highways and parks, are needing repairs but money for those repairs is tied up elsewhere. On and on, I probably didn’t name your favorite. It is “an exciting time” because whenever we find ourselves having problems we can’t figure out how to solve, we turn to God. God has a way of using adversity to spur His called into action.


Our bible tells us in numerous places to be subject to rulers and authorities, to expect them to take care of our society, to prayer for them. But our government, facing huge deficits and mounting challenges to our way of life needs not only our prayers but our help. Big government is usually ineffective in meeting local needs. The people most able to work one on one to address problems are the people who live and work in the area having the problem. In 2001 President Bush created The Center for Faith-Based & Community Initiatives. In his speeches he talked about the importance of faith-based organizations like churches taking the lead to address social problems in their communities. The Center for Faith-Based & Community Initiatives was created to financially strengthen faith-based, non-profit groups who are lending helping hands to those in need. But the burden of proving the financial need and the value of the work falls on the faith-based group, as it should be. (I’m sure that, like all government funding, that money comes with strings.)

We in the church don’t need the government to tell us what needs to be done in our communities and honestly we don’t need the government’s money. But sometimes God has to tap on our foreheads to get our attention. Let me give you an example: During a 2006 Purpose Driven Church conference in South Africa Pastor Rick Warren of Saddleback tells of visiting a tent church of fifty members who were taking care of twenty-five AIDS orphans. And he says he realized that tiny poor church in Africa was doing more for the kingdom of God than his mega-church in California. (His words!) He began to pray for God to show him how he might change that. Out of that experience, prayer and consultation with many world leaders Warren identified five giant problems that affect billions of people around the world: 1. Spiritual emptiness, billions without hope. 2. Self-serving leadership that lines it’s pockets with money that could be helping those in greatest need. 3. Extreme poverty, half the world living on less than $2 a day. 4. Pandemic diseases, billions of people suffering from diseases that we know how to cure. And 5. Rampant illiteracy, half the world population functionally illiterate. Out of that came the PEACE Project with churches around the world working with churches in depressed areas to help them combat one or all of those five major problems. No middle man, no government involvement, just churches helping churches help people. Doesn’t sound bad to me.

But, because of his emphasis on the church working to bring some relief to these five giant problems Rev. Warren has come under fire from some conservative theologians for teaching and preaching a “social gospel” that ignores the root cause of these problems, sin.

I disagree! I think there is plenty of biblical evidence that God is not only interested in rooting out sin in our lives but expects us to love each other by helping each other, and those who have the most are expected to help the most. The PEACE movement is built upon the premise that people like you and me find forgiveness for our sins and grace to be God’s children in Jesus Christ, and then begin to spread that love to others by the things we do and the way we live. Jesus always coupled forgiveness of sin and healing. Sometimes forgiveness came first, sometime healing. It seems to me that a church that is living in God’s grace is a church that demonstrates God’s love for people. After all, this Lord’s Supper is all about sin and forgiveness, love and service. Shouldn’t we be about that too?
Amen.

