Sunday, August 12, 2012 –New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
Counter-Cultural Living!

1 John 4:1-10; Colossians 3:1-17; Romans 12:1-2

1 John 4:5-6 (NIV84) 5 They are from the world and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them. 6 We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; . . . 
Colossians 3:17 (NIV84) 17 And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him. 

--------------

What do heroes have in common? What characterizes those we look up to and admire?
Is it not that our heroes have done something that makes them stand out from the run-of-the-mill? In sports, we give special attention to those who break a record or make an outstanding play. In education, we highlight those who get the top grades. In business, we try to emulate those who make lots of money. In health, we are amazed by those who have beaten the odds.
In nearly every aspect of our lives we recognize that honor goes to those who distinguish themselves in a favorable way. It’s also true that, as law enforcement, and educators as well, I might add, have discovered, honor is also desired by those with malice intentions. Notoriety is achieved through breaking the rules and getting by with it. Defiant behavior is often displayed before an audience with the hope of gaining support. Whatever our motive, we look to those who set themselves apart from the crowd and show us how to achieve what we want. 

If you want to live like a hero you must distinguish yourself from the crowd. If you are going to have influence on others, it requires that you stand out in some particular way: Become an expert on a certain subject; develop a method of doing a necessary task in a better way; start a program that meets real needs effectively; or, do as Jesus said in Matthew 5:16 (NIV84) - . . . , let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven. 

The question I am asking you to seriously consider this morning is this: What hinders you from distinguishing yourself as a sold out, follower of Jesus Christ? What stands in your way of taking Christ with you everywhere you go and inviting Him into every conversation you have? 

Jesus has called us to let our light shine in our neighborhoods, at work and at school. But, what keeps us from doing that?

Heroes are heroes because they overcame roadblocks. Those we admire refused to let obstacles stand in their way of achievement. Instead of quitting, these champions went to work harder and smarter to reach their goals.

But, is this the disposition of Christians today? When you survey your neighborhood or your place of employment or your school, do you see Christians being bold in their efforts to bring honor to Jesus Christ? What Christians do you know who are taking risks to make Christ known within their spheres of influence? And thinking personally, what demonstrations of courage have you and I displayed lately in standing for righteousness and standing for Christ?

The prevailing cultural religion of America today requires that we offend no one and affirm everyone for believing anything as long as it doesn’t exclude anyone. Our national cultural religion has declared that Christians must be silent when it thinks of itself as unique or exclusive. But that, my friends, is a recipe certain to turn Christianity into a very bland and dull religion. It is a prescription to see that no heroes come from the ranks of Christians.
Two weeks ago I stated resoundingly that without significant sacrifice our evangelistic efforts will have minimal success. Today, I am saying, living counter-cultural lives as Christians is a basic sacrifice that we must make to be effective in our evangelism. In other words, if we are going to have any hope of being effective in making the Good News of Jesus Christ known in our community, as those who have been redeemed and made alive, is to live lives that are counter to the culture in which we live. The power of our evangelism is in our distinctiveness, where we live as partners with Christ in a relationship of love that worships God and loves our neighbors in the context of faithful participation in a community of Christ’s love.
If you and I are unwilling to be different from the world, the world will neither be impressed by our Christianity nor be willing to give up serving their gods for our God. Until the world sees that our love and loyalty to Jesus Christ exceeds all other loves and loyalties, they will have little reason to listen to our invitations to repent and follow Jesus Christ.

The reality of life for serious Christians is that we live in a river of strong currents where our destination is upstream. We do not have the luxury of doing nothing. That will only carry us down stream. It is major work just to stay current. It has almost become cliché, but it is still true, that for evil to thrive all Christians have to do is nothing. But serious Christians refuse to adopt a “do-nothing” lifestyle.
The human dilemma is to drift apart in relationships, be it with God, our spouse or friends. Anything good in life is achieved. Weeds will grow in your garden unless you are vigilant to counter them. They show an amazing tenacity in showing up everywhere. Sin will invade our lives if we are not proactive in cooperating with God’s Holy Spirit to fill our minds with His Word and surround ourselves with that same powerful Word as armor for protection and as weapons for an offense.

Eric Metaxas, in a recent BreakPoint article, helps us see what some of the currents that are flowing against serious Christians today. The article is entitled:

Religious Freedom in Retreat - Unhealthy Trends

Eric Metaxas - July 30, 2012 Breakpoint

While the mainstream media rarely highlight the issue, today we’re going to take a look at trends in religious liberty around the world.

I wish I could say otherwise, but the news is almost uniformly bad. Writing in the Weekly Standard, Thomas Farr, director of the Religious Freedom Project at Georgetown’s Berkley Center, says that 70 percent of the world’s population — some 5 billion people — reside in nations where religious liberty is severely restricted.

Even worse, citing recent studies by the Pew Foundation, Farr notes that the situation is deteriorating in twice as many countries as it’s improving.

But surely the steady loss of religious liberty is not an issue in the non-Muslim West, right? Unfortunately, wrong. A growing number of Western governments, while not as brutal as Muslim regimes, see religion as not only unnecessary for human development, but as downright dangerous.

The main culprit is an aggressive secularism that seeks to confine religious expression within the four walls of houses of worship while excluding religiously informed moral arguments from the public square.

Farr writes, “[H]istorically Christian Europe is the region with the largest proportion of nations where hostility toward religion is rising...Social hostility in the United Kingdom has increased so much that that country now stands with Iran and Saudi Arabia in the category of ‘high’ social hostility to religion.”

Almost unbelievably, Farr adds: “French government restrictions have increased, too, moving it ahead of Cuba in that category.”

But surely things are better on this side of the Pond? Well, maybe a touch, but the trends are not encouraging. In Canada, since so-called gay “marriage” was legalized in 2005, there have been 200 to 300 proceedings against defenders of marriage — including Christians — launched in the courts, and on human rights commissions and employment boards.

And what about the United States? We have the First Amendment’s guarantee of religious freedom, don’t we? Well, of course — on paper. Given what Farr calls the current administration’s “consistent downgrading of religious freedom,” the picture isn’t too rosy here, either. The HHS mandate, which would force religious organizations to provide insurance coverage for contraceptives and abortion inducing drugs, is nothing less than a direct assault on religious freedom.

Folks, Chuck Colson reminded us again and again that religious freedom is called the first freedom for a reason: As our founding fathers knew, without it, no other freedom could be secure.

And Chuck was adamant that, of all people, Christians must defend religious freedom — not just for ourselves, but for every human being. That’s because we know that God, who enjoys perfect freedom, created us in His image. And every son of Adam and daughter of Eve should enjoy the freedom to follow Him. Or not.

I believe that Jesus Christ has called us to make a difference in the world; to lead and join with others in bringing honor to the name of Jesus Christ. But that will require of us to take Christ with us everywhere we go and invite Him into every conversation we have. We must let our light shine by welcoming others into the love and joy we have in Jesus Christ. Always be mindful of our ever present Companion. And if you’re well-practiced in being conscious of Christ’s presence, you will be even more aware when you attempt to go somewhere or do something without Him.
Let’s turn to 1 John 4 and I want to particularly note the balance we must have as we let our light shine in the world. John shows us that truth and love are the two-part fuel that powers our light.
1 John 4:1-11 (NIV84) 1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 

John gives us a strong caution and a serious instruction in this verse. Before you drink the Kool-Aid, test it for poison. False prophets are being led by false spirits and they are not always immediately identifiable. So, we must always be alert and discerning if the light we have received from Jesus Christ is going to shine brightly. I surmise from this caution and instruction that the first ingredient that fuels our light is truth. [Truth fuels our light.]
Take a walk around our campus before you leave today. Look at the grounds. You will see delightfully green grass and some gorgeous, colorful flowers. But, you will also see the presence of weeds. 

Were we to apply 1 John 4 to our grounds keeping policy, we would test everything that grows on our campus to see whether it is a plant or a weed. And it’s the reality of the existence of weeds, and particularly their seeds, that forces us to be vigilant in our counter attack. To do nothing, the weeds take over.
Applied to the Christian life, John says, many false prophets have gone out into the world. Therefore, we must test the spirits to see whether they are from God.
How do we conduct the test? Verses 2 & 3.
2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3 but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world. 

It is precisely because some have not been vigilant in testing every spirit that distortions of the Gospel flourish. Some weeds look a lot like plants. Some even look beautiful. John says, test every spirit. One important distinguishing mark of the Spirit of God is the incarnation of Jesus Christ.
In the context of this whole letter from John, he is using the incarnation of Jesus as representative of His entire mission for coming to this world which required Him to take on human flesh to fulfill His calling. Therefore, a true prophet of God must be willing to be distinguished as a follower of Jesus Christ who came into this world as God in flesh, having been born of a virgin, lived a sinless life, suffered under Pontius Pilate, died and was buried, yet conquered death and now rules the universe from His throne in heaven with the Father.

This is the truth part of letting our light shine. We advance the truth of the Gospel of Jesus Christ just as light invades darkness. We let our light shine by speaking the message of Christ. We test our own message with the help of the teachings of Christ’s Apostles. 

Here’s how John states it. Verses 4-6. 4 You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them (the false prophets), because the One who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. 5 They are from the world and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them. 6 We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen to us. This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood. 

Now this is a rather bold statement by John. He is making a claim of Apostolic authority here. He is claiming to be led by the Spirit of truth, and that those who will not listen to him demonstrate that they don’t have the Spirit of truth, but rather they have the spirit of falsehood. They are against Christ. They are anti-Christ.

Thus, the first ingredient that fuels our light and sends it out to invade darkness is truth.
There is a second ingredient to the fuel that powers our light. It’s just as important as truth. John says it’s love, and particularly, our love for each other. Notices verses 7 & 8.
7 Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. 8 Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.

As important as truth is, it must be balanced with love. If we see ourselves only as warriors of truth and defenders of righteousness, our representation of Jesus Christ will be distorted. We are not only a truth community, we are a love community. Thus, our message is not just heard, it is seen, it is experienced.
Much of the power of our evangelism comes from our fellowship of love, our genuine care for one another that is born from our receiving God’s love for us. 

Verse 9. 9 This is how God showed His love among us: He sent His one and only Son into the world that we might live through Him. 10 This is love: not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 11 Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 

Here in verses 9 and 10, John demonstrates that when a spirit that is from God is tested and acknowledges the incarnation of Jesus that that acknowledgement includes the purpose for Jesus coming in the flesh in the first place – to be an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Twice John says in verses 9 and 10 that God sent His Son into the world. That is saying, Jesus, the Son of God, came in the flesh. But now the focus is on His purpose for coming in the flesh, that is, to die as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.

This is the greatest demonstration of God’s love for us, that His Son would give His life so that we would gain life. 

The Apostle John quotes Jesus in John 15:13, greater love has no one than this, that he to lay down his life for his friends. That expression of greater love was not just words for Jesus. He put it on display on the cross and asks us to follow in His example. 11 Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 

Jesus instructs us in Matthew 5:16 to . . , let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.
That light shines best when it is fueled by both truth and love. That light is the person of Jesus Christ who is the truth and delivers it with the greatest expression of love. And when God designed marriage and the family, He intended that the light of Jesus Christ continue to be on display in the same manner in which the Triune God displayed it to the whole world, on a cross. And when God redeems us from the clutches of sin, He sets us in communities of truth and love, that we know as the church, to be displays of the glories of Jesus Christ.
Paul picks up the theme of living distinguished lives in his letter to the church in Colossi. As followers of Christ, we live to represent Him well. To do that, we must live in partnership with Him.

Colossians 3:1-14 (NIV84)
3 Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 3 For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with Him in glory. 

Paul gives us here reason to keep moving upstream within our culture for it is upstream where our redemption finds its completion. But thankfully, Jesus doesn’t leave us alone in our calling to go upstream against our culture. His love for us unites us with Him in a partnership. And sometimes our partnership with Christ means that we war together with our own sin nature. In this war, truth is a primary weapon. And in this war, we do not fight alone. 

Paul continues in Colossians 3: 5 Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. 6 Because of these, the wrath of God is coming. 7 You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. 8 But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. 9 Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices 10 and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. 

Other times, our partnership with Christ is focused on becoming like Him in His beauty and holiness. In these times we see more clearly the power of love that truly exalts our Savior Jesus Christ. 
12 Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 13 Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 14 And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. 

But at all times, our partnership with Christ is inspired by and fueled by His sacrifice that combined truth with love. And the mission our Lord now gives us, moves us in a counter-cultural direction, not because we hate the people who counter us, but because Christ has changed the direction of our lives from heading toward death to now heading toward life eternal. And it is the possession of this eternal life even now that frees us to speak the truth in love to a culture that resists God’s overture of love as displayed in His Son.

We who are part of the Christian community presently have before us an opportunity to influence the world for godliness by distinguishing ourselves from the world in the context of marriage. Christian marriages must be characterized by compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience, forgiveness and love as well as being messengers of truth.

I’m afraid, however, that our lack of distinctiveness from the world in the realm of marriage has given significant fuel to the opponents of Biblical marriage. They rightly identify that lack of distinctiveness as hypocrisy. In this regard, God may be speaking a word of rebuke to His people through those who oppose Christ. In humility we must confess that we have too often not fought the good fight, have been deceived by the great deceiver and simply gone with the flow.

It is Paul in Romans 12 who admonishes us to not just go with the cultural flow, but to live counter-cultural lives to God’s honor.
Romans 12:1-2 (NIV84) 1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. 2 Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is — His good, pleasing and perfect will. 

Are you committed to distinguishing yourself as a follower of Jesus Christ? If so, crucial will be your vigilance in pursuing the truth and participating in a community of love as partners with Christ. That is what the church of Jesus Christ is all about. That is what being a Christian means.
One of the most basic and significant sacrifices we must make as those who have been redeemed and made alive is to live lives that are counter to the culture in which we live. The power of our evangelism is in our distinctiveness, where we live as partners with Christ in a relationship of love that worships God and loves our neighbors in the context of faithful participation in a community of Christ’s love.

May God’s transforming work in our lives be accelerated by our more complete surrender and obedience to His instructions and wisdom.



















