Sermon: 2 Timothy 3 “Following Christ In Any Culture”

By Micah Adamson August 26, 2007
2 Timothy 3: 16-17 NIV

    16 All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

    That is a pretty big claim about the power of the Holy Scriptures. If this was a used car salesman using words like “all, every, and thoroughly”, I would be suspicious. But Paul is a trustworthy man who is arguing for something of much greater significance than the car we should drive. He says the Bible contains enough information to thoroughly equip him for every good work. That doesn’t leave anything out. Paul was inclusive enough to share this advice not just for Timothy but for anyone who is a man of God or wants to become one. Paul says that this is the secret to being completely prepared to follow Christ in any culture.

    Johanna and I are leaving in less than 2 weeks for Loja Ecuador to be missionaries there for the next two years and we have been thinking about what it looks like to follow Christ in a different culture and looking at this question says a lot about following Jesus here in the United States of America. Let me tell you a little bit about where we will be going and work my way back to some advice about following Christ here. 
    We are going with SIM to the city of Loja, Ecuador. Loja is in southern Ecuador near the border with Peru. Loja is high in the Andes Mountains above 8,000 feet of elevation. The population of Loja has a population of over 120,000 people with maybe as many as 300,000 people including the outlying areas. The city of Loja is almost 500 years old and still has many of the original streets and buildings in use today including the ornate city gate.. Loja like many Spanish towns is built around a central town plaza with the church one side, and the governor’s mansion, and the court house on two other sides. Loja has a mix of Spanish and Indian descended people.

    Ecuador is listed as being 95% Christian and has many churches. One of the largest of which is in Loja. So why is SIM sending missionaries to a Christian country? The form of Christianity practice in Ecuador is a very superstitious mixture of Roman Catholicism with Andean religion. Syncretism is the word that is commonly used for this type of combination of different beliefs into one new belief.

     Many people come from all over Ecuador to worship the Virgen of El Cisne which is a statue of Mary in Loja. In fact many Ecuadorians believe that Mary saves them. This depiction of Mary on the cross shocked me when I first saw it. This is Christless Christianity in South America.
    Now that I have given you an example of syncretism, let me see if I can explain where it came from and how mixing different beliefs can lead to such strange conclusions.

     As you recall, “In 1492 Columbus sailed the ocean blue”. But first he had to get someone to pay for it. Christopher Columbus convinced King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella to foot the bill. Earlier in 1492 a major historical event took place in Spain involving King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella. Spain conquered the Moors and expelled them from Spain gaining their independence from Muslim rule after 781 years! King Ferdinand and Isabella where known as the “Catholic King and Queen” of Spain and even though they did instigate the Spanish inquisition which was often directed against protestants, their Catholic title meant that they were Christian instead of Muslem, not simply Catholic instead of Protestant.
      The first step toward syncretism in South America was Spain mixing the Christian idea of evangelism with the Muslem idea of expanding Islam. Most of South America was converted by the sword rather than people giving their lives to Christ. Spanish governors in South America where not allowed to keep their share of the taxes they collected for the king until their whole province was Christian. I was reminded this last week by the movie “The Mission” that a great many Jesuit priests were sharing Jesus in South America during this time and I believe that their motives were good. But good motives mixed with bad practice can have some very bad effects.
    When Francisco Pizarro arrived to Ecuador in 1531 and conquered both halves of the civil war torn Inca empire, the Spanish learned that the Inca all believed in the same god. They worshiped Pachamama or “Mother Earth” who they believed was more powerful than her husband, the sun god “Inti”. So to convert the people of the Inca Empire, Pachamama was combined with Mary. The statue of Mary on the cross is really a statue of Mother Earth on the cross. Many Ecuadorians still think of Jesus as Mother Earth’s son and just as Mother Earth was more important than their male god, so they think of Mary as more important than Jesus.
    Paul told Timothy in 1 Timothy 2:5 that “there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, 6 who gave himself as a ransom for all men--the testimony given in its proper time.”
    The church in South America could correct the false teachings mixed with truth the same way that any of us can fix our beliefs; by listening to Paul’s advice to Timothy  in 2 Timothy 3
    16 All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

      God’s truth found in Bible is the answer to syncretism in South America just as it is in any culture. It is so important to know how to correct syncretism because I don’t think there is any way for human beings to avoid syncretism entirely. What I mean is this. The process of learning is saying “Aha!” That new idea is like this old idea I already understand. Now I understand the new idea. But in understanding it, we change it by mixing it with what we already know! Unfortunately this is the only way to understand something. To compare and combine it with something that we already know. That’s why I say that syncretism is unavoidable to humans. God knows truth and is able to understand it without changing it, but we can’t.

    Let me illustrate this for you. Our goal is to be able to see truth but originally our thinking has so much that isn’t true in it that it is clouded. When we understand God’s word, we mix it what we already know and things get a little clearer. But each time we need to add more and more of God’s word to clear our wrong thinking. I think this is why Jesus told so many parables about things that we already understand.

    The good news of the gospel is that we are like sheep needing to be found. We’re like sons needing a restored relationship with our father. God is like a farmer working hard to grow produce in our lives. As Christians we are just fellow servants working for a common master and we shouldn’t lord it over each other. We have been forgiven a great debt by God that we can’t repay and so we should forgive others their sins against us. When we hear the gospel, the same message is received differently by different people like seeds falling on different types of soil, the seed is never bad but the soil can be bad. God isn’t doing away with all evil right at this moment because he doesn’t want to punish the good with the evil in the same way that a farmer would wait to pull the weeds in a wheat field until it was time to harvest the wheat. The word of God starts small in our lives like a mustard seed and grows into something big like a tree.
    Each new story we see the truth about what God is like a little clearer. But we have to be careful. If we add more milk as truth, it is very easy to make the water murky again. As Paul warned in 1 Timothy 4:7 “Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives' tales; rather, train yourself to be godly.” We must be intentional to always keep returning to the Bible for more clarity. Always willing to change what we believe, or rather always willing to be changed by God’s word to what is true.

    So why is SIM trying to bring this good news from the Bible to the city of Loja in particular? 
· The least evangelised province in Ecuador

· With people living daily under the effects of sin

· Who are wanting to know the truth

· A field that’s ready for the harvest
    And what is SIM doing to make a difference in what people believe?

Evangelism in the Universities

 - Fulfilling a need - Teaching English - Building relationships - Sharing Jesus
Growing churches
 - Through small groups - leadership development - and meeting pastors’ needs
Strengthening the mission
- Book keeping - Encouraging missionaries – Publicity - Home schooling (and that’s where we get to give them a break.)
     Now that I have given an example of Syncretism from the culture we will being going to as missionaries let me read 2 Timothy 3 and see if we can apply this passage to our own culture.

    2 Timothy 3:1 But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days. 2 People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, 3 without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, 4 treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God-- 5 having a form of godliness but denying its power. Have nothing to do with them.

    What do you think? Did Paul list anything that sounds familiar? Anything that seems like it could be a problem right here in the United States? The most interesting thing I noted on his list is in verse 5. The same people who are doing all of these terrible things have a form of godliness. Their form of godliness is missing something. It’s missing God’s power. What do you think Paul is talking about when he says that? I like being able to study the Bible on my computer. I did a quick search of Paul’s letters for “power of God” to help me figure this one out. Almost every time Paul talks about the power of God, he is talking about one thing.
Romans 1:16 I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. 17 For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."

1 Corinthians 1:18 For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.

1 Corinthians 1:24 but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.
Colossians 2:12 having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead.

2 Timothy 1:8 So do not be ashamed to testify about our Lord, or ashamed of me his prisoner. But join with me in suffering for the gospel, by the power of God, 9 who has saved us and called us to a holy life--not because of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and grace. This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time, 10 but it has now been revealed through the appearing of our Savior, Christ Jesus, who has destroyed death and has brought life and immortality to light through the gospel.
    Again we see that by searching the scriptures the truth becomes clearer. The power of God is the good news about Jesus! So when Paul says that some people have a form of godliness but deny it’s power, I take him to mean that some people have a form of godliness but deny the gospel. There is nothing more honoring to God than for us to humbly and gratefully give him credit for saving us through Christ Jesus and admit that all the power is his.
    2 Timothy 3:6 They are the kind who worm their way into homes and gain control over weak-willed women, who are loaded down with sins and are swayed by all kinds of evil desires, 7 always learning but never able to acknowledge the truth. 8 Just as Jannes and Jambres opposed Moses, so also these men oppose the truth--men of depraved minds, who, as far as the faith is concerned, are rejected. 9 But they will not get very far because, as in the case of those men, their folly will be clear to everyone.

    To be learning but never able to acknowledge the truth, sounds to me like you would have be mixing a lot of falsehood in with the truth you are learning to not be able to see the truth, one might even argue that the best way to oppose truth is to must falsehood with it. But Paul ends by saying that their folly will be clear to everyone. Do we still have a clear enough picture of what right and wrong is from the Bible for sin to look like folly to us? When we start to lose this, we are in trouble! We need to again return to the Bible and mix it into our lives so that we can see what is true. Jannes and Jambres names aren’t found in the Old Testament story of Moses but they were the traditional names of the magicians who worked for pharaoh when God was performing miracles to bring the people out of Israel. They are a good example of people denying God’s power to save and looking for power elsewhere.
    2 Timothy 3:10 You, however, know all about my teaching, my way of life, my purpose, faith, patience, love, endurance, 11 persecutions, sufferings--what kinds of things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium and Lystra, the persecutions I endured. Yet the Lord rescued me from all of them. 12 In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted, 13 while evil men and impostors will go from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived. 14 But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, 15 and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16 All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

    Paul seems to be saying that Timothy has an advantage in learning from the scriptures. He has known them since his early life. He has a head start at combining what he already knows with God’s word. God built so many lessons into Jewish history that for those who know the Old Testament well, the process of learning and saying, “oh yeah that’s like…” will be much quicker than for someone who is attempting to combine God’s word with other views of life. Timothy’s view of the truth is already clear. But Paul tells him to continue in what he has learned and reminds Timothy again about the importance of the scriptures. Even as believers raised in Christian homes and Sunday schools can’t abandon the Bible and hope to continue to see the truth clearly. And for those of you with young children, you can give them such an advantage and head start in believing by teaching them the Bible while they are young. I encourage you to be like Timothy’s mother and grandmother.
    When I preached in June I shared with you what is becoming the dominant philosophy of the United States: Moralistic Therapeutic Deism. If we aren’t careful North American Christianity will become completely syncretised with Moralistic Theraputic Deism just as South American Christianity has become almost completely syncretised with Andean religion. Which is much the same way that Spanish evangelism before that was syncretised with the Islamic method of proselytizing.
    In US history we had men as founders who like the Jesuits in South America were trying to follow God. But we also had moralists and deists among our founders who had a form of godliness but denied the gospel which is the power of God. They just tried to use the idea of a God to their own advantage to create a profitable society, but because they designed our country to follow God’s laws we have reaped many of the natural consequences of following God’s law. But we are following God’s laws less and less.
    Let me list for you again the tenants of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism and tell you again that we must focusing our eyes on Christ and allowing the truth of the gospel found in the Bible to be our guide for all matters of faith and conduct.

Moralistic Therapeutic Deism
1.
There is a God (who created and orders the universe and watches over human life.)

Summary: God is impersonal
(Many times God is treated is an object to be used. We treat him like the force in Star Wars. “Use God Luke, Use God.” And just like the force God can be use for good or for evil. We take Jesus out of our pocket when we have a problem and put him back when we are done.)
2.
God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other (as is taught by the Bible and most world religions.)

Summary: Just be nice
(Missed the point of the Bible completely! The message of the Bible is that God is perfectly holy and we aren’t. Being nice doesn’t cut it. We are lost without Christ who is the power of God to save us. God wants us to humbling come to him admitting that we  aren’t nice and trust his mercy to save us.)
3.
The central goal of life is to be happy and feel good about oneself (so if I’m not happy then God is failing and If I can be happy without God then I don’t need him.)

Summary: Life is about being happy
(I heard someone explain what they thought was the moral of Eric Little’s story in chariots of fire last week. Eric Little was a 100 yard dash runner in the Olympics but he was a Christian first, and when they scheduled his race for Sunday morning, he chose to drop out rather than run on a Sunday. He was given the place to run on another day in the 400 yard instead which he hadn’t trained for and yet he miraculously won. The speaker claimed that the moral of the story was that if you follow your conscience you will win. But I think the moral is that we need to be willing to lose in order to follow Christ. That is the same message as Hebrews 11. At the end of a great list of heroes and miracles we are told, “36 Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison. 37 They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated-- 38 the world was not worthy of them.” Our job is to make God happy, not the other way around.)
4.
God is always there when you need him (But doesn’t need to be particularly involved in one’s life unless there is a problem to be resolved.)

Summary: God serves me
(We look at stories like David and Goliath and use them to reinforce “Jesus in your pocket theology”. When we read the Bible we need to first ask what we can learn about God instead of just how we can become a better person. We want to make ourselves David in the story and say that if we invoke God’s name, then we can do anything, instead of seeing Jesus in David’s actions. It was Jesus who stood in our place on the cross and fought for us and won against sin and death, so that now as we follow him the battle is already won and even we do win, all we are really doing is being like Israel, stabbing Philistines in the back as they ran away from the true hero. We aren’t the hero, we are nothing but the joyful saved.)
5.
Good people go to heaven when they die (and most people are good people.)

Summary: Being good is the ticket to heaven 
(We can’t be good enough. We are rotten from the inside out! We need Christ’s forgiveness. His work in our place is all than can save us and make it possible to have a relationship with our holy God.)
    Let me close with this warning: Be careful what you choose to believe. 1 Thessalonians 5:21 Test everything. Hold on to the good. 22 Avoid every kind of evil. Don’t accept that just because it says Christian on the outside that it has Jesus inside. The book Chicken Soup for the Soul comes to mind (which is a type of book I kind of like.) But even with “101 Stories to Open the Heart and Rekindle the Spirit” there’s not one mention of the gospel of Jesus Christ anywhere in the book. This is Christ less Christianity in the United States and should be just as shocking to us as seeing Mary on the cross. Think critically about your sources of truth, even “Christian truth” and check them against the Bible for syncretism. Keep allowing the Bible to change what you believe and give you a clearer picture of the truth or someday even Mary on the cross may not be able to shock you.
    Your immediate assignment is… As you listen to sermons think about them. As you head home for lunch, talk about them. Discuss whether Jesus was mentioned. Discuss whether Jesus was treated as king or just meant to be kept in your pocket.
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