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“Mind Renewal in a Mindless Age ”      Text – Romans 12:2       OT Reading – Ezekiel 33:1-20

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Many of us have a Facebook account.  And to get one used to be very simple.  You entered your first name, last name, email address, password, gender, and birth-date and it was done – 30 seconds at the most.  But as of about one month ago, that has changed.  It is still only those 6 things that you need to enter to get an account, but one of those things, which used to have just two options, now has more.  And that is gender.  It used to be that you could select either male or female.  But now you have 58 options to choose from.  You might be male or female but you might also be a-genda, Androgynous, Cis female, Cisgender man, MTF, neither, Non-binary, pangender, Transfeminine, or Two-spirit, just to name some of the 58 options.
So, something that used to be as simple and as universally understood as male or female is now, apparently, much more complex.  
And earlier in the passed week, Brendan Eich was forced to step down as CEO of a large American Tech-corporation, after just two weeks in the job.  And he was forced to step down because someone had researched his name and found that he had, several years ago, made a $1000 donation to a campaign that was trying to ban same-sex marriage.  And the while the corporation he worked for believes in free speech, in the end, they said they had no option but to get him to resign because a CEO who is even perceived to be ‘anti-gay,’ was bad for business.   It was a money decision.
And just the week before, World Vision announced that it was changing its policy so that practising homosexuals could be employed by the organization.  The press-release said World Vision is not a church and that this is a secondary issue just like your views on baptism, which many Christians disagree on.  However, just a few days later, after a storm of protest from their supporters, WV released an apology and reversed their decision.  Why?  What biblical principles were cited in their apology?  What sins were acknowledged in this whole matter?  None.  WV supporters threatened to stop donating if this policy was allowed to stand.  And so, again, it was a money decision.
And so, we live in a world where something that used to be as simple and as universally understood as marriage between one man and one woman is now, apparently, open to interpretation.  

So are issues like these just about fairness and rights, as the world would say?  Is it just the case that times change; the Bible was written for one culture and time, but we live in another?  Is it so that Jesus loves everybody and so should we?  For many who claim the name Christian are saying in public that that is so – there is nothing wrong or sinful about gender-diversity or same-sex marriage.  
But let’s step back from hot-button issues like these for a moment: Would you agree with me that more and more of us find it hard to pick up a book and read?  We are experts with screens!  We can access information from anywhere in an instant.  But ask someone to read a book or to memorize something and the eyes roll and the shoulders go down…  And just talk to anyone involved with education and you will soon hear that this is a huge issue.  How do we learn, today?  
And I could give you statistics and facts and figures that show that our ability to think and concentrate is on a rapid decline, but that would make this sermon longer and we just can’t cope with long sermons anymore (
So, is this just how it is?  Do we just sigh and shrug our shoulders in resignation?  Do we just go with the flow?  

Is there a Christian response to such issues?  Is there a distinctly Christian way of thinking?  We live in what many have called the mindless generation.  But is it true, also, as at least one commentator has observed, that “there is no longer a Christian mind”?  

Well, as we come to Romans 12:2, and borrowing from the title of a book by James Montgomery Boice on this verse, today we speak about Mind Renewal in a Mindless Age.  
And as you can see, there are three parts to this verse, a negative, a “do not…” a positive, a ‘do this…” and a purpose for the do this, “so that you will be able to…”  

But we will divide our time into to bits – first we will unpack the negative, and then we will see how the negative, the positive and the purpose combine as our calling.   
So, first of all, the negative: “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world.”  
1. And the first implication of this instruction is that there is a thing in the Bible called ‘the world.’  
a. And boys and girls, ‘the world’ here does not mean this planet.  In v1 we have been told to do what is “holy and pleasing to God.”  So ‘the world’ in v2 is that which is not holy and which displeases God.  And in the Bible, that is all lumped together and called ‘the world.’  
i. 1 John 2:15-17 says, “Do not love the world or anything in the world.  If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.  For everything in the world-- the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does-- comes not from the Father but from the world.  The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.”  
ii. So on the one side there is God and that which is holy and pleases Him, and on the other side there is the world – all that is unholy and displeasing to Him.
b. And understanding just this truth is enormous.  It is a precious gift of the Lord.  Understanding that what you see and read and experience may be holy and pleasing to God but it may also be ‘of the world,’ means that you have the spectacles of the Holy Spirit and the belief that God has given you the Bible, His Word, to help you discern between the two.  
i. For to the unbeliever, you see, there is only the world.  There is only public and private opinion.  There is no God who has revealed Himself and His will in the Bible by which all things must be measured.  
A. So even understanding that there is a thing called ‘the world,’ which is distinct from God is a thing to be thankful for.
2. But closely related to this is that there is a “pattern of this world.”  
a. And you boys and girls know what a pattern is: The things that defines the shape of the product.  Cookie cutter – dress pattern. 
b. Well, the world wants to produce people who think, talk and behave according to a pattern.  In every age of history, there has been a whole package of beliefs and ideas and behaviours and technologies, different and contrary to what God has revealed about Himself and what He has done and how we are to live in the Bible.  
i. And so, in the OT, what did God so often say to Israel?  Do not live like the nations round you.  Be a separate people.  Be a holy people.  In terms of beliefs, do not worship many gods like they do because I am God and there is no other.  Do not believe that the world was created in the way they do because I have told you how I created the world.  And in terms of behaviour: Do not worship as they do.  Do not marry many wives like they do.  Do not bury your dead like they do.  Do not eat like they do.  Do not have temple prostitutes like they do.  Do not dress as they do.  Do not sacrifice your children as they do.  
ii. And here in Romans, Paul speaks about the pattern of this world in v3, for example, by speaking about thinking more highly of yourself than you ought to – That’s the world’s pattern – being selfish and self-important and self-absorbed.  Facebook – ME!  But what pleases God is the opposite – being selfless and other-focused and having a servant heart.  
iii. In Ephesians 4, Paul describes the pattern of the world as one of futile thinking.  He says, “They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts.  Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more.”
iv. In 1 John 2, as we heard a moment ago, the pattern of the world is “the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does.” 
v. So the pattern of this world for us includes the things we have read about in Romans, Ephesians and 1 John, for example.  But it also comes to expression in a specific package of beliefs and ideas and a way of behaving that the world wants us to adopt, today.  So without suggesting that all these things are totally evil and of no benefit to any of us whatsoever, let’s list a few:
A. Secularism - you can worship a god so long as you keep it private and tolerate every one else’s god.  
B. Tolerance  - you must tolerate all religions and all lifestyles and all beliefs.  
C. And evolution is the world’s preferred understanding of our origins.  Don’t you dare preach your six-day creationism.
D. Humanism – mankind is good and is king and everything revolves around mankind.
E. Relativism – what is true today may be false tomorrow and the other way around.  ACT Party leader – consensual incest.  Well, why not!?
F. We live in economic times built around credit and inflation and world banks and futures trading. ??  Effect on how I manage my finances.  Buy it now – credit!
G. Environmentalism – Mother nature, Climate change, animals are our friends…
H. There are today’s popular forms of art, music, literature, which in our day and age have all been relegated to a distant second place by video – even music today is almost more about the music video than it is the music.  Boesendorfer pianos…
I. Materialism – buy stuff and the  buy more stuff.  Emile Gavreau - “strange race of people aptly described as spending their lives doing things they detest to make money they don’t need to buy things they don’t want to impress people they don’t like.”  
J. The advertising industry is built around our desire to conform and imitate isn’t it.  Dress like this celebrity, get a phone like this sports star, build a house like the one in this magazine, cook a meal like this chef, etc.
K. And you have to use words like Tots and YOLO and Whatever.  And let’s all take selfies.  And let’s  twitter and twerk and gangnam style and neknominate and Netflix.  And let’s get linkedIn and become Facebook friends and let’s Ted and Spotify and snapchat.  
L. And screens are where it is at, right!  TV.  Computer.  Laptop.  Tablet.  Smartphone.  Smart watch.  Google glass.  
M. And it doesn’t matter what you are doing, record it to video and post it online.  
N. The Cloud.  Server farms.  IBM – 1 sq Km of servers.
O. Big data.  CDC Atlanta.
P. And all of these things are impacting our personal lives, the lives of our families, our places of work, our recreations, and life in the church, the way we communicate, the way we learn, either for good or for evil, or, in the case of many of them, for good or evil depending on how they are used or implemented or imitated.

1) And so, for instance, we can be connected with more people today than we ever could before.  But many studies show that we are really connected with far fewer.  We might have hundreds of FB friends, but very few real ones.  Incredibly, our generation is being called the lonely generation.

2) And how do you prepare to go to church these days?  Well, with most churches, you don’t.  You don’t need to bring any books, because its all up on the screen.  You don’t even need to bring money, because you can tithe by internet banking.  You just turn up.    

vi. And the point here is not that Christians should be anti-Facebook or anti-screens.  The point here is that you and I are charged by God to discern what is the “pattern of this world.”   

A. “In view of God’s mercy,” as it says in v1; because God is, and because God is the Creator, and because this world is infected with sin, and because God has shown us His mercy in the Lord Jesus Christ, and because Jesus Christ is the way the truth and the life, and because He has given us His Spirit and His word, and because this world wants to suppress the truth in unrighteousness, and because we are called to a new way of thinking, and because we are to glorify God in everything, we have to work at recognizing what is “holy and pleasing to the Lord” and what is “the pattern of this world.”
So, because there is a pattern that the world seeks to impose upon mankind, we are a) not to conform to it, and b) instead to be transformed by the renewing of our minds, which is c) how we test and approve what God’s will is – His good, pleasing and perfect will.   
So, our last point is the rest of v2 which is really one thing – don’t CONform but be TRANSformed which is how you become INformed!
3. “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world.”  To these Roman Christians, Paul says, you used to talk and think and do just like the Gentiles around you.  But now you need to test and weigh up all things to see if they are of the world or of God.  
a. Let me give you some different paraphrases of this verse that help us to understand what is meant here, “Don't copy the beliefs and behaviour and customs of this world.”  “Do not let the age in which you live force you into its scheme of thinking and behaving.”  “Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its own mold.”  
i. Born imitators, aren’t we.  Our children!  Worst fear?  A fashion faux pas – crocs and socks.
A. Imitation and conformity is a strong gene.  Don’t just imitate!
ii. But the believer needs to know that just because everyone is wearing this or wearing what they wear this way, or buying this thing, or singing this song, or watching this movie, or in a relationship of this type, or questioning what the Bible says about this doctrine, or worshiping in this new way, does not make it holy and pleasing to God.  In fact, if you see that that lifestyle choice or that style of music or that way of worshipping does not measure up with what is holy and pleasing to God, you must not do it.  “Do not conform to the pattern of this world.”
4. But how is this to be done?  How can we recognize what is of the pattern of this word and what is holy and pleasing to God?  Well secondly, “be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”  
a. And that word transformed is used in the Bible to describe what happened to Jesus on the Mount of transfiguration – For just a short time, His being changed from earthly and lowly to heavenly and glorious.  And this could be seen by the 3 disciples who saw it.  
i. Some of you will have heard before that the Greek word translated as transformed is metamorphosmai.  Do any of you boys and girls know an insect that goes through the process of metamorphosis?  Caterpillar to butterfly.  Transform.  Change.  Drastic change.  
ii. Now, think about that butterfly for a moment.  If you were to see a butterfly emerge from its cocoon and start crawling along the branch and nibbling leaves, you would think that odd, right?  Come on butterfly!  You are not a caterpillar any more.  Spread your wings and fly.  Be what you are!  
b. Well, that is the essence of what is being said here.  Believer, you are a child of God.  You have the Spirit of the Lord living in you.  And he has given you THIS BOOK!
i. And by the power of the Spirit, this book is “able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus … [and is] useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”  
A. And this book is like pure, spiritual milk.  So, “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation.”  
ii. God’s will, you see, that which is holy and perfect and pleasing to God is not some shapeless idea that is floating around in the sky.  It is in here.  
A. What is that verse that we quoted a number of times when we were in Rom 9-11?  Deut 29:29 – “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.”  
1) If you do not want to conform to the world but to be transformed by the renewing of your mind, you must expose your mind to the Word of God.  For in this book we learn that God has given the church those who teach His word and help us to serve and to reach a unity in the faith and to become mature so that we “will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming.”  
2) And it is with these people here that we “spur one another on to love and good deeds.”  
3) But if this book remains closed on the book shelf and you are not at worship when you could be and you don’t attend Bible studies and you are not reading the Bible and meditating on it its truths, you are still a spiritual caterpillar or a spiritual butterfly who is pretending to be one.
iii. And to change metaphors, somewhat, do you know how bank tellers learn to recognize counterfeit dollar bills.  By spending a lot of time handling genuine dollar bills.  Because the more used to the real thing you are, the more quickly you recognize the counterfeit.  And so, the more of an expert on God’s word you become, the more the pattern of this world will become obvious as unholy and displeasing to God.  
c. God’s good and pleasing and perfect will is found in this book.  And as we read it, and as we hear sermons about it, and as we study it alone and in groups, and as we read books about it and magazines about it and articles about it and blogs about it, praying always for understanding from the Spirit of God, our minds become renewed, and we become transformed, and then we do not conform to the pattern of this world.
And do you know, brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, that perhaps the single largest area where the rubber meets the road for our generation, which includes you and me, is the area of entertainment; both in terms of how long we are entertained and what we are entertained with.   
And one modern day songwriter who has recognized this paints a bleak future for humanity in this way:
Out in the valley warm and clean 
The little ones sit by their TV screens
No thoughts to think
No tears to cry All sucked dry Down to the very last breath
We watched the tragedy unfold 
We did as we were told 
We bought and sold
It was the greatest show on earth
But then it was over
We ohhed and aahed
We drove our racing cars

We ate our last few jars of caviar

And somewhere out there in the stars
A keen-eyed look-out Spied a flickering light
Our last hurrah
And when they found our shadows Grouped around the TV sets
They ran down every lead
They repeated every test
They checked out all the data on their lists
And then the alien anthropologists  Admitted they were still perplexed
But on eliminating every other reason For our sad demise They logged the only explanation left
This species has amused itself to death  

No tears to cry no feelings left This species has amused itself to death
Now, that songwriter was not a Christian.  His lament has nothing to do with God.  He wants us to be better educated, at best; to improve ourselves.
But transformation, for you and me, is not about self-improvement and being able to produce books on the devil’s music or the evils of the internet.  Please turn with me to 2 Corinthians 3:16.  
When Moses went up Mt. Sinai, he came down with a glowing face because he had been in the presence of the Lord.  And he wore a veil until the glow had worn off to keep the Israelites from staring at the glow.  And that “veil” is still there for most Jews who have the OT but are kept from seeing Christ.  
But that is not so with you and me.  Jesus has come and He has poured out His Spirit upon men.  And so, “whenever anyone turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away.  Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.  We, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord's glory, are being transformed into His likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.”  
Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, our calling is not to bare knowledge and self improvement and a sharper way of thinking and analyzing.  Our calling is to be like Jesus – to gain a mind like Jesus – to be more useful to Him in our earthly service.  It is that that should be foremost in our prayers.  Amen.
