Confronting Casual Christianity #1

“Casual or Committed?”

Revelation 3:14-21


Fans cheered wildly in the arena, waiting for the band to begin the rock concert. The first thing they heard, though, was not the crash of cymbals or the scream of an electric guitar. Instead, a simple, unaccompanied voice silenced the crowd:

I don’t want to be, I don’t want to be a casual Christian

I don’t want to live, I don’t want to live a lukewarm life

‘Cause I want to light up the night with an everlasting light

I don’t want to live a casual Christian life.


We live in a casual world these days. What started out as “casual Fridays” has become “casual any-day-that-ends-in-’y’.” Businessmen and women have gone from stuffy suits to comfortable khakis. There’s even talk of the end of neckties (perish the thought!) This casual spirit has even crept in the church.


And that’s the problem.


Now I’m not against comfortable. I know that everyone doesn’t enjoy wearing a suit and tie (especially you ladies). That’s not my point. The problem is that casual has another meaning; according to the dictionary the word casual can also mean “careless.” And I am afraid that many Christians and churches have become too casual in that sense of the word.


For this series of messages I am borrowing the title from a book by Charles Stanley, “Confronting Casual Christianity,” in which he writes:

When Gideon was through thinning out his frightened and indifferent soldiers, he discovered that only one out of one hundred was brave and really meant business. I trust there is a better percentage of courageous and sincere people in our church membership today. How​ever, it has been stated that “one fourth of the members of the average church could be dropped from the rolls and they would never know it happened, and the church would be no weaker as a consequence.” The unorganized indifference within the ranks of the church members is far more destructive to the work of the Lord than all the organized forces of iniquity assailing from the outside.

My guess is that the percentage is closer to one half rather than one fourth. Is it a wonder that people are rushing headlong to perdition? While you read these lines, thousands are perishing, “dead in trespasses and sins.” Apathy, complacency, indifference, spiritual drowsiness, and insensitivity are lulling the church of the Lord Jesus Christ to sleep.


Consider this a wake-up call.

The Corrupting Malaise of Casual Christianity


Casual Christianity is not a new phenomenon; in fact, it dates back to the early days of the church. In Revelation chapters two and three, Jesus dictates messages to seven churches in Asia Minor, five of which He chastises:

· Ephesus: “You have left your first love…return!”

· Pergamum: “You tolerate false teachers…repent!”

· Thyatira: “You are being seduced into immorality…resist!

· Sardis: “You have a reputation for being alive, but are dead…revive!”


But the worst case of the corrupting malaise of casual Christianity appears in the church at Laodicea, whose letter is found in Revelation 3:14-21,

“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. 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. I 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. 

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. 

To 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. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”

Jesus does not pull any punches here, does He? With biting words He diagnoses their lukewarm spiritual condition and says, in effect, “you make me sick.”
 How would you like to hear those words from your Lord?


Laodicea was, in the words of George Eldon Ladd, “an example of nominal, self-satisfied Christianity.” He goes on to add,

Spiritual complacency was accompanied by spiritual pride. No doubt part of her problem was the inability to distinguish between material and spiritual prosperity. The church that is prosper​ing materially and outwardly can easily fall into the self-de​ception that her outward prosperity is the measure of her spiritual prosperity.


How often this is true today! When it comes to measuring the success of a particular church, what standards do we typically use? Attendance, buildings (number, size, and newness), financial wealth…yet it is possible for a church to have an abundance of these things and yet lack true spiritual vitality! No wonder John Stott comments,

Perhaps none of the seven letters is more appropriate to the church at the beginning of the 21st century than this. It describes vividly the respectable, nominal, rather sentimental, skin-deep religiosity which is so widespread among us today. Our Christianity is flabby and anemic. We appear to have taken a lukewarm bath of religion.

The Characteristic Marks of Casual Christianity


How do we know if this is true of us today? I would like to consider the characteristic marks of casual Christianity, and over the next few weeks to examine each of these more closely. These marks, as was true for the ancient church at Laodicea, are attitudes that eventually emerge in our actions.


The first deals with our worship. Christian worship exists in two spheres: public worship (gathering together as a church family) and private worship (personal prayer and Bible study). How do we stand in those areas?


The second deals with our wealth. I am not asking about your personal assets or bank accounts. The Laodiceans made this mistake of equating financial prosperity with spiritual blessing (the same mistake many televangelists are still making). Jesus warned in Luke 12:21 against “anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God.” How do we measure up to that standard?


The third deals with our witness. Have we become so comfortable with our small circle of friends here at church that we do not reach out to those outside? Have we lost our sense of their eternal destiny without Christ? Are we so self-conscious and worried about how others may view us that we do not risk their ridicule and rejection by sharing the good news of Jesus with them?


The fourth deals with our walk. Biblical authors often use this term to signify our lifestyle. The apostle John utilizes this term in two passages in his first letter:

If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin [1 John 1:6-7]. 

Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did [1 John 2:6]. 

As I said, we will take each of these subjects and examine them closer in the weeks to come. But have we become too casual—in the sense of being careless—in these vital areas of our Christian lives?

The Challenging Message against Casual Christianity


Before we get into those specific issues, though, I would like to conclude our study of this letter to Laodicea by seeing the challenging message against casual Christianity.


As mentioned earlier, Jesus does not mince words in his denunciation. He says in verse 16, “So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth.” As blunt as that sounds, its literal meaning is even more so, as Max Lucado points out:

The literal translation is “to vomit.” Why does the body vomit something? Why does it recoil violently at the presence of certain substances? Because they are incompatible with the body. Vomiting is the body’s way of rejecting anything it cannot handle. What’s the point? God can’t stomach lukewarm faith. He is angered by a religion that puts on a show but ignores the service.


Really? God is angry? Consider the strong words of Malachi 1:10,

“Oh, that one of you would shut the temple doors, so that you would not light useless fires on my altar! I am not pleased with you,” says the Lord Almighty, “and I will accept no offering from your hands.”


God would rather a church close than continue in careless complacency! Why? Two reasons: first, the casual, complacent church is unaware of her own condition and need of repentance; and second, the casual, complacent church gives the name of Christ a bad reputation to the outside world. Sometimes making no impression is better than making a bad impression, and this is certainly the case here.


But the words of Jesus do not form a verdict of condemnation; they serve as a loving warning about what will happen if they do not turn things around. Jesus says in verse 19, “Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent.” Although the threat of spewing these nauseously lukewarm Christians out of the mouth sounds like a final judgment, this appeal shows that there is still hope.
  Christ is summoning the members of a lifeless, complacent church to spiritual life. Even though the church is in a sad and deplorable state, in the famous words of verse 20 Christ still stands at the door of the heart of each individual seeking admission.


The remedy for casual Christianity is the same now as it was in the first century: repentance. Repentance requires good ol’ honesty and hard work. Warren Wiersbe writes,

The Laodicean church was blind to its own needs and unwilling to face the truth. Yet honesty is the beginning of true blessing, as we admit what we are, confess our sins, and receive from God all that we need. If we want God’s best for our lives and churches, we must be honest with God and let God be honest with us.


This honest appraisal, though, is not enough. If must be followed up by the hard work of commitment and change, as David Stern points out,

Repentance is not a gift placed in waiting hands. The excuse, “I’m not ready to repent yet,” often hides such a passivist theology of repentance. [Jesus], however, has a different idea, a Jewish idea: it takes effort to lift oneself out of apathy and turn from sin.


Breaking bad habits and establishing good habits are not easy…just think of all the New Year’s resolutions are fail within days or weeks of January first! It takes commitment and consistency to make such lasting change.


All of this begins with an initial allegiance to Jesus Christ. Not long ago, a member of this congregation told me, “It’s only been the past few years that I’ve learned to be a Christian. I had always been Christian—I wasn’t Muslim or Jewish—but now I know what it means to be a Christian.” I wonder how many people in churches across our land fall into that category of people who are Christian by default: “Well, I’m not Jewish or Muslim or Buddhist or atheist, so I guess that makes me a Christian.” Not so! No one is a Christian by default; we only become a Christian by decision. And if you have not made that decision, you are not a Christian!


“So you’re saying I have to become some kind of religious fanatic?” you may ask. I’ll let John Stott answer that question:

If by “fanaticism” you really mean “wholeheartedness”, then Christianity is a fanatical religion and every Christian should be a fanatic. But wholeheartedness is not the same as fanati​cism. Fanaticism is an unreasoning and unintelligent whole​heartedness. It is the running away of the heart with the head. At the end of a statement prepared for a conference on science, philosophy, and religion at Princeton University in 1940 came these words: “Commitment without reflection is fanaticism in action; but reflection without commitment is the paralysis of all action.” What Jesus Christ desires and deserves is the reflec​tion which leads to commitment and the commitment which is born of reflection. This is the meaning of wholeheartedness, of being aflame for God.


He goes on to add,

Here then is the great alternative which confronts every thoughtful person. To be half-hearted, complacent, and only casually interested in the things of God is to prove oneself not a Christian at all and to be so distasteful to Christ as to be in danger of a vehement rejection. But to be wholehearted in one’s devotion to Christ, having opened the door and submit​ted without reserve to him, is to be given the privilege both of supping with him on earth and of reigning with him in heaven. Here is a choice we cannot avoid.


What choice will you make?


At the outset of this message I mentioned a book by Charles Stanley entitled Confronting Casual Christianity. I would like to conclude with his challenging words:

Nothing has changed except we are two millennia closer to the glorious coming of our Lord.

And neither has our propensity toward a casual, com​fort-seeking brand of Christianity—a Christianity with​out the “cup” and the cross, a line-of-least-resistance faith.

In the Christian community there is an inordinate amount of posturing about the problem of indifference in the ranks. Yet, there is a shortage of remedies for that complacency. Will “the last trumpet” be the only instru​ment to awaken slumbering, groggy Christians? Is there a road away from the debilitating effects of casual Chris​tianity?

In the following pages, aided and abetted by the Spirit, I wish to confront head-on the complacent vari​ety of Christian discipleship found in our churches. As antidotes to the poisons of apathy and complacency, I suggest two words: commitment and obedience.

Over the next few weeks, I would also like to confront head-on this casual, careless, complacent variety of Christianity in some specific areas of our lives. It will not always be easy or pleasant—I’m sure the words of Jesus through the pen of John made the folks at Laodicea squirm!—but it is necessary to reevaluate where we are and, if necessary, repent and return to the Lord. I cannot think of a better way to begin a new year than with a new look at ourselves and a new dedication of ourselves to Christ.
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