October 25 & 26, 2003

Revelation 3: 14-22

The Church: Resisting the 2nd law of Thermodynamics

14"To the angel of the church in Laodicea write:
These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God's creation. 15I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! 16So, because you are lukewarm--neither hot nor cold--I am about to spit you out of my mouth. 17You say, 'I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.' But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. 18I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. 19Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. 20Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me. 21To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I overcame and sat down with my Father on his throne. 22He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches."      

Let me offer you this morning a lesson in thermodynamics! Thermodynamics has to do with the physical laws concerning temperature. How do things react to temperature?
     One of the laws of thermodynamics says that everything is moving toward the same temperature. That is, if you put several objects that have different temperatures in the same environment, they will all affect each other and will eventually go to the same temperature. So if you take a hot pressure cooker off the stove and plunge it into a sink of cold water, what happens? The pressure cooker cools down and the water heats up, and after only a little while they are both at the same temperature. Then let’s say you want it a little cooler, so you throw some ice cubes into the sink; what happens now? The ice will get warmer and melt, but it will also cool off the warm water, and, again, after a little while, the temperature of everything in that bath is the same. Thermodynamics in a nutshell.
     That’s all very well if you don’t care that the pan is cooled and the ice is warmed to the point of melting. That’s all just fine if you don’t want that pan to be hot or that ice to be cold. But if you want to eat hot food or drink cold water, you have just created a problem!

     The last message in our series, “Trading Places: The Switch is On” reveals an unfortunate fact about the nature of the church and the natural tendency of the church and with what we “Trade Places.” That tendency is that when we “brush up” against the world, the culture and society, the church, and remember the church is each one of you. The church, if it is hot and the world, culture or society is cool then you will get cooler and the world, culture or society will get warmer. However, because the world, culture or society is so large and you are so small the changes between the two will be much more evident in the believer than it is in the culture. This will always happen unless there is an infusion of energy into the system. This natural tendency is what Jesus is writing in Revelation to the seven churches about. Pergamum has “Traded Places” in teaching. They have cooled to the hot teaching of Jesus to the cool teaching of Balaam and the Niclaitans. Thyatira has “Traded Places” in relationships. They have cooled to the hot relationships with true believers and cooled to the sexually immoral relationship with Jezebel. The church at Sardis has “Traded Places” in activity. They have cooled to the hotness of aliveness in Christ to coolness of dead formality. Philadelphia has “Traded Places” in strength. They have cooled from the hot exercise of trusting in the name of Jesus to the cool exercise in trusting in themselves. And from our scripture passage today, Laodicea has apparently “Traded Places” in totality. They have exchanged hot reliance on the provision of God and rely now upon the “things” that their culture and it’s economy produces.

     Laodicea was a very, very wealthy city, founded by Antiochus II and named after his wife Laodice. The city was strategically located where three highways converged, thus it was highly commercial. It was well known for its banking industry, its manufacture of black wool and a medical school that produced eye ointment. The wealth in the city had been used to build theaters, a huge stadium, lavish public baths and fabulous shopping centers. Sound familiar? Sounds like any typical American city. So wealthy was this city that when an earthquake almost entirely destroyed it in 60 AD, its wealthy citizens refused help from Rome in rebuilding the city. If you were a real estate agent at the time it wouldn’t be hard to sell Laodicea. It was a great place to live. The land of opportunity. Sound familiar? Laodicea is Evansville, Laodicea is Newburgh, Laodicea is Henderson.

The church or more rightly, the people of the church at Laodicea had succumbed to the Second Law of Thermodynamics. That is completely natural. It is a law, after all. And, as law abiding citizens we follow the law, don’t we? However, when we succumb to the Second Law of Thermodynamics and lose our heat and become lukewarm, it literally makes our Savior sick! 

     We have examined some character flaws of the hero’s of scripture. We have looked at faithlessness, pride, sexual sin, prejudice but the character flaw that infects nearly every member of our society and nearly every modern believer is what lies at the heart of evil. The bible tells us that the love of money is the root of all evil. Now many of you are probably thinking to yourself, “I don’t love money.” But, you are dating her. You have courted a sincere and deep intimacy with her. You might not be sleeping with her every night but you wouldn’t turn down the opportunity to either. The greatest character flaw of  the 21st century Christian is the love of money.

     A missionary in Africa had been witnessing faithfully to a certain individual. Following their conversation one day, the unconverted man placed a small statue and a silver coin on the table before him. Then he took two slips of paper and wrote something on each. Putting one beside the image and the other with the money.
On the note by the idol were written the words, "Heathen god." The sheet next to the coin bore the inscription, "Christian god." 
That was how he perceived the actions of the Christians he’d met up till then.

I once heard of the skipper of boat that was sinking in the ocean who frantically radioed for help. Finally, the Coast Guard answered his plea. The Coast Guard replied: "We’re on our way. What is your position? Repeat, what is your position?" The yachtsman responded: "I’m executive vice president of the 1st National Bank. Now, will you please hurry." The yachtsman had misunderstood the question and was annoyed because, as far as he was concerned, who he was wasn’t important right then. Sometimes, who you are, and what you possess aren’t very important.
     Every once in a while I’ll read a story about a person who’s adrift at sea, or lost in a forest, or trapped on a mountain side somewhere. And after they’ve been rescued they often reflect on how unimportant all their possessions and responsibilities had seemed while they were in danger. It was only when they were in danger of losing EVERYTHING that they realized what was really important. They often explain that their possessions and their daily responsibilities had blinded and dulled their appreciation of what was most important. That’s what Jesus is telling the church at Laodicea. He’s telling them that something has blinded them, something has dulled their senses, something has caused them to become spiritually poverty stricken. Notice what Jesus tells them in verses 15-17: “I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm— neither hot nor cold— I am about to spit you out of my mouth. You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked.”
     This was a church that seemed to have everything it needed. A confident congregation, a church with a security that would be envied by other believers. But, as far as Jesus is concerned – this church was wretched, pitiful, poor, blind, naked, and so lukewarm they turn Jesus’ stomach. AND YET Jesus tells them (verse 19-20) “Those whom I LOVE I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.”
     As I studied for today’s sermon, I’ll have to admit I was confused! Here was a church that greatly disappointed Jesus and yet here He is telling them how much He loves them and how much He desires to spend time with them. I really struggled with what Jesus says to Laodicea:
¨ He didn’t warn them He would come like thief in night (like He did with Sardis)
¨ He didn’t threaten to remove their “lampstand” (as He did Ephesus)
¨ He didn’t berate them for tolerating false doctrine or immorality (as He did
Pergamum and Thyatira)
· I believe Laodicea was a Biblically sound church
· I believe sexual immorality wasn’t a problem there
· They weren’t lazy. I believe they did many good things
· BUT I also believe money had become their master
     He’s telling Laodicea they have a serious problem. But He still loves them and wants to come in and eat with them. He wants to regain an intimacy with them that has been lost or misplaced. The closer I looked, the more obvious Laodicea’s problem appeared. It was a sin far more subtle than anything mentioned so far in Revelation, but just as dangerous as the weaknesses that plagued the other churches. READ verse17: “You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing….” You know what Laodicea’s problem was? They had too much.
     A man by the name of Spike Milligan once said: "All I ask is the chance to prove that money can’t make me happy." We might smile at that… But we’d like to have that chance too. A friend of mine an investment consultant and I once commented that it would be nice to win a million dollars through Publisher’s Clearing House or some similar contest. He guffawed and said “Oh, a million dollars isn’t so much.” I replied: “Well, maybe not, but I’d like a chance to find out how little it is!”

     I remember hearing the true story of a church that was willed several oil wells by a wealthy member. The annual income from these wells was significant and the church board met to discuss what to do with the money. And they got into arguments over how to spend the money. Some argued they should donate it all to missions. Some vigorously opted for building improvements. Still others thought it should go for additional staff and staff salaries. The Board meeting became so heated that the congregation literally split apart… and they eventually went to court and spent a number of years arguing over who had the right to decide what was done with the money.

     What was most important to these folks? It was money. They had gotten their eyes so fixed on what they could do that they took their eyes off of what God could do. That kind of an attitude has always concerned God. The attitude that we can do it ourselves thank-you very much.

     In the book of Judges there is a story of about a man named Gideon. For a number of years, the Israelites had been oppressed by the Midianites (because of Israel’s disobedient attitudes), but now God was calling for man to rise up and throw off the yoke of this nation. God called Gideon to raise an army to fight the oppressing nation. 
However, once the Midianites heard that Gideon was raising an army: "The Midianites, the Amalekites and all the other eastern peoples had settled in the valley, thick as locusts. Their camels could no more be counted than the sand on the seashore." Judges 7:12 
     Gideon managed to gather an army of 32,000 men to fight this vast army. They were probably still outnumbered, but 32,000 men is a sizable army…BUT then “The LORD said to Gideon, ‘You have too many men for me to deliver Midian into their hands. In order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her announce now to the people, ‘Anyone who trembles with fear may turn back and leave Mount Gilead.’" So twenty-two thousand men left, while ten thousand remained.’” Judges 7:2-3 
But even 10,000 was still too many, so God devised another test and reduced Gideon’s army to a force of no more than 300 men. Why was God concerned over the number of men Gideon led to into battle against the Midianites? BECAUSE, if Gideon had defeated the Midianites with 32,000 men, or even with 10,000 the Israelites would have thought they’d done it all by themselves. And IF they could defeat their enemy without God - why would they need Him?
     He shows the same concern for Laodicea. He has the same concern for us. We have been in a world that is cool for the thinks of God so long and we have just naturally cooled down ourselves and God wants us to “Trade Places.” God has a plan and we have an opportunity if we will step out in faith. Remember what God told the Laodiceans? 18I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see.

     Well, what is required for us to “Trade Places” and become who God would have us to be? You can have any of the problems listed for any of the churches and I think that Jesus gives the solution for every condition in this letter to Laodicea. The answer is found in verse twenty of chapter 3, “20Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.” Do you want to Trade Places? I once heard a story that involved Revelation 3:20. It seems a new pastor moved into town and went out one Saturday to visit his parishioners. All went well until he came to one house. It was obvious that someone was home, but no one came to the door even after he had knocked several times. Finally, he took out his card and wrote on the back: Revelation 3:20 and stuck it in the door. The next day, as he was counting the offering he found his card in the collection plate. Below his message was the notation Genesis 3:10. Revelation 3:20 reads: "Behold I stand at the door and knock. If any man hear my voice, and opens the door, I will come in to him, and will dine with him, and he with me." Genesis 3:10 reads: "And he said, I heard thy voice in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked."  Well unless you find yourself in such a compromising situation the way to begin the process of “Trading Places” is simply, answer the door. Jesus is knocking, let him in. Let Him change you. 

     If the responses that I have received in person, on the phone and in the mail is true then this series has touched a lot of people. We have learned that all the men and women in the scriptures were people…people just like you and me. People who sin and people with character flaws that we used for the glory of God and His kingdom. We have learned that we too can grow into something very different than what we are. I have proven to you that just because you did something in the past that was wrong and detestable that your future doesn’t have to be guided by that past. The people of Laodicea knew the real Jesus. They just took a wrong turn and then kept going. Well dear friends, Jesus calls to us today, he knocks. The only thing keeping you from “Trading Places” is a failure to answer. Let Him in. Let us pray.
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