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Ponder the Decline & Fall of Christian America 

 
There was a time in American life when being a follower of Jesus Christ was regarded 
as an act of service to our nation’s best interests. Our country’s founders clearly 
believed that the system of limited government they were framing depended for its 
success upon the capacity of America’s citizens to govern themselves according to the 
tenets of the Ten Commandments and the teachings of Christ. They understood that 
the genius of American life flowed from a sense of ultimate accountability before a holy 
God held by rulers and citizens alike  Our founders were certainly not interested in 
establishing a State Religion; but they could not conceive of an America that could truly 
prosper without the leavening influence of the Gospel of Jesus and the biblical vision 
that informs everything from our work ethic to our concept of justice to our care of 
children, the elderly, and those with a different religious view.   
 
Today, however, that viewpoint is clearly on the wane.  Maybe you saw the recent 
Newsweek cover declaring “The Decline and Fall of Christian America.”i  The impetus 
for the issue was the release of a major study showing a marked decline in 
identification with the faith that once formed the moral and spiritual consensus at the 
heart of American life.  According to the research, the number of Americans who now 
claim no religious affiliation has nearly doubled in the past 20 years, rising from 8 to 15 
percent.  Conversely, the percentage of people who self-identify as Christians has 
declined 10% since 1990.  An increasing number of Americans (30%) now describe 
themselves as “spiritual” rather than “religious,” presumably detaching their faith from 
association with any organized church.  And a whopping two-thirds of Americans now 
say that religion is “losing influence” in our society. 
 

Recognize That You Have G-Mail 
 
It must be said that it has been a lot worse than this for the Christian movement in the 
past and when it was it became a time not for shouting or deriding but for a new period 
of listening.  When we open the Storyline today it is shortly after the conclusion of the 
famous missionary journeys of St. Paul.  The church has now been planted all across 
the Roman Empire, but a wave of terrible persecution is rising fast, threatening the 
Christian movement with extinction.  It is then that Jesus Christ himself chooses to 
speak, as recorded in the pages of the Book of Revelation.  Later on in this book, Christ 
will have very tough words to say to all the people who have forgotten or rebelled 
against their Creator.  But, in the first few chapters, it is to the people of his churches 
that Jesus speaks -- and he does so through a vision he gives to the Apostle John, who 
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is languishing in exile on the Island of Patmos.   John recounts how, one Sunday (“the 
Lord’s Day”), Jesus spoke to him with the clarion call of absolute authority and told 
him to grab some paper and a pen and prepare to take notes, then get this message 
out to “the seven churches” (Rev 1:10-11).  
 
The specific churches that Jesus names are listed in the order that the Roman mail 
service traveled in its circuit around this sector of Asia Minor.  The Book of Revelation 
was G-mail (where the G is not for Google) and it was intended to be forwarded.  You 
see the number of churches mentioned is very significant.  Throughout the Bible, the 
number seven is a symbolic number, signifying wholeness.  The fact that this revelation 
is addressed to “seven,” and not even the leading churches of the world at that point, 
is a message in itself.  This revelation is meant for the whole church.  It’s for every 
church trying to figure out what it means to live in an era of flagging faith and perilous 
challenges.  It’s GodMail forwarded to you and me.  

 
Recover a True Vision of Christ 

 
The greatest function of these opening chapters is to remind the churches of WHO their 
Lord is.  In the Revelation, John is given the ability to see Jesus not as the good man, 
the wise man, the interesting man many conceive him to be, but as the infinitely 
greater Being that Jesus truly is.  John sees Christ robed in the gold of royalty, crowned 
with the snow white of purity, ablaze with the fire of holiness, and thundering with the 
rushing waters of power.  I tell you, says John, “his face was like the sun shining 
in all its brilliance” (Rev 1:13-16).  
 
The message of Revelation is that Jesus isn’t simply a man in history; He is History.  
History is His-Story.  When Jesus says: “I am the First and the Last” (Rev 1:17), the 
“Alpha and Omega, the Beginning and the End” (Rev 21:6), he is saying, in 
effect, I don’t simply intersect the story of your life; I am life. “I AM THE STORYLINE.”  
The opening chapters of Revelation explode with fireworks of prose, desperately trying 
to describe the glory that is Jesus.  Every title given to Jesus contains a universe of 
meaning in itself.  But it is those who are closest to Jesus who are most blown-away by 
him.  In chapters 4 and 5, John is given a glimpse into the very throne room of heaven. 
He sees beings of such magnificent power and beauty in themselves that he’d be 
privileged to spend eternity polishing their toe-nails.  But even these beings feel 
compelled to lay down their crowns and fall down in worship before the infinitely 
greater glory of the One who sits on the throne.   
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If you are looking for the primary reason why faith is flagging in America today, it is 
this: We have lost a clear picture of who Jesus fully is.  I know that I lose sight of it at 
times.  I start thinking of Jesus as a Resource instead of as THE Source.  I transform 
the Lion of Judah into a house-cat, soft and purry, a comfortable companion who 
doesn’t ask much of me.  This is why I need not just a personal spirituality, but a 
biblical Church.  Even if it’s an imperfect church, I need someplace where I’m called to 
see not the god of my preferences or party, not the god of my opinions or projections, 
but the “King of Kings and Lord of Lords” (Rev 19:11-16) as he actually is.  The 
more we see of Him, the less our faith flags, the more it gets filled with fresh wind and 
fresh fire to live for His honor and glory and praise. 
 

Hear What Christ COMMENDS in His People 
 
That’s why I want to close this morning by reflecting on the specific counsel Jesus gives 
to his churches.  You see, the reversal of the spiritual decline in any nation’s life doesn’t 
begin by getting angry at all those out there who’ve rejected God.  The path to the 
spiritual renewal of a nation always begins in the heart of God’s people -- with we who 
have been given a vision of Him and with how authentically WE are being his witnesses.  
The consistent refrain of Jesus in all of these letters is “I know.”  “I know your 
deeds… your afflictions… where you live.”  I know what is really going on with 
you and there are some things that I want to COMMEND.   
 
So what does Jesus praise when he finds it in his people – and are these qualities 
present in us today?  The first attribute is no surprise, is it?  Jesus loves lovers.  “I 
know your love,” he says to the church at Thyatira.  Christ makes it clear that people 
who really love God and who love other people like God loves them have no reason to 
fear his judgment.  God is always looking for people who love him with all their heart, 
soul, mind, and strength and who love their neighbor as themselves – because his 
eternal kingdom is all about the life of love.   
 
Secondly, Christ commends perseverance.  He cherishes people who don’t flag in faith 
when people are attacking theirs or stop serving his kingdom when life gets hard.  A 
major thrust of the Revelation is this call of Christ:  It’s going to get harder, but stay 
true to my name.  Remember your calling.  Repent of where you’ve gone soft on it.  
Get back in the game.  Trust my long-term purposes. 
 
Thirdly, Christ prizes growth in fruitfulness.  If you’ve picked up nothing else from our 
study of the biblical Storyline then you know that God is always willing to work with 
imperfect people.  But God does expect growth.  If we’re connected to him and obeying 
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his Word, there WILL be more of the fruit of the Spirit in our lives today than five years 
ago.  We’ll be handling conflict, money, success or troubles differently than we did 
earlier in our journey.   
  
Finally, Christ commends discernment.  In every age, there are people who come along 
claiming to be spiritual gurus or as apostles of Jesus, but whose gospel is not that of 
Jesus at all.  They may gain big followings, have their books recommended by 
celebrities, and seem to offer the path to health, wealth, or good feelings.  Their 
numbers will increase in the last days, says Jesus, but my followers need to be very 
discerning about who they follow.  They need to know my Word and stay close to the 
way of the Cross or risk getting lost. 
 
Love, perseverance, growth, and discernment.  These are the attributes Christ 
particularly commends in his followers. The tougher it gets to be a Christian… the more 
others abandon the way… these are the attributes that Jesus calls for.  These are the 
traits of character needed in American life today.  Which of these are strongest in you 
right now?  Which do you need to pray that he will increase in you?   
 

Hear What Christ CONDEMNS in His People 
 
On a sobering note, there are also in these letters to the churches a list of attributes 
that Christ actively CONDEMNS.  First of all, Jesus sharply challenges those who have 
lost intimacy with him. The Ephesian church had apparently once walked very closely 
with Christ.  But then other priorities had taken over for them.  They had forsaken their 
first love.  So Jesus says: Remember what you’ve lost.  Repent and make our 
relationship your highest priority again. 
 
Secondly, Jesus condemns the superficial discipleship he finds in some of his churches.  
In words reminiscent of his critique of the Pharisees, Jesus tags the Christians at Sardis 
for simply trying to look reputable on the outside, when their souls are dying on the 
inside.  Wake up, he says. Strengthen what remains of your character before it dies. 
The church at Laodicea gets a similar challenge.  Your faith is totally tepid, he says.  If 
your commitment was white hot, you’d be a blessing to me and the world.  If it had 
gone totally cold, at least no one would confuse you with being my followers.  But 
you’re lukewarm and you think that’s fine.  You don’t seem to see that this kind of 
superficial faith gets spit out by the world AND by Me.   
 
And, finally, Jesus condemns the addiction to appetites he sees in some of his people.   
The churches at Pergamum and Thyatira were filled with people obsessed with 
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gratifying their physical urges and it was leading them into idolatry or adultery.  What, 
you wonder, does that have to do with us?  Well, St. Augustine once wrote that a 
nation should be defined as “a multitude of rational beings in common agreement as to 
the objects of their love.”  Summarizing this insight, Jon Meacham of Newsweek 
observes that “What we collectively love most is thus the central test of the social 
contract.”  Meacham goes on to say that “what Americans seem to love most at this 
point… is individual freedom and the fruits of the free market.”  Is that true?  Is our 
ability to freely exercise our urges in any way we want or to gorge on all the stuff we 
can consume the BEST we can come up with as our social contract?  Are we content 
that America’s most famous exports today are our 700 calorie burgers and the free-for-
all lives of our celebrities?  Whatever happened to the nation that defined success as 
using our freedoms and material fruits in the service of a higher good? This appetite 
addiction, all the rage today, is certainly not the way of Christ.  It’s not even the 
American Way at its best. 
 

 
Respond to Christ’s Letter to the American Church 

 
Many years ago, Jesus spoke to his churches and made it clear what they needed to be 
about in the last days of history.  He saw wonderful qualities in some of his followers; 
but, overall, Jesus saw his churches at very high risk of being absorbed by the 
dominant culture of their time.  But some of the churches to whom Jesus spoke 
apparently listened.  They took the words of Christ’s revelation to heart.  And though 
they were never perfect, our forbearers set their eyes afresh on the banner of God’s 
kingdom and dared believe it greater than even the flag of Rome.  Spreading out across 
the world, their vision of the glorified Christ and their commitment to living out the 
values he commended brought about the revolution we call Western civilization.  One 
day, some of these disciples planted the flag of that faith upon the shores of this 
continent.  The blessing that flowed from what God did through these Founders – 
imperfect as they were -- is our history.   And some think it a pretty fine story. 
 
Today, however, we stand at another crossroads.  There is much evidence to suggest 
that the faith that has brought us thus far is now flagging, or that for many it is waving 
in the wrong direction.  But Jesus has not stopped speaking to his churches: 
“Remember the height from which you’ve fallen!  Repent and do the things 
you did at first” (Rev 2:5).  If there is to be the national renewal we all seek, it will 
begin – as it always has – within the humble, prayerful, repentant hearts of God’s 
people.  
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So where do you and I need to remember our calling and truly repent?  Is it greater 
love we need to start exhibiting?  Is it the discipline of perseverance through times of 
trial?  Is it a commitment to pursue real growth in fruitfulness, so that we are not the 
same people next year at this time?  Is it the spirit of discernment you need, the ability 
to hear the Voice of God amidst the noise around you?  WHICH LIFE DO YOU WANT?  
It’s a very important question, because the Storyline shows that the way the churches 
choose -- the God whose flag they serve -- has power to transform not only our lives, 
but the place of America in the great spiritual struggle at the heart of the far greater 
story of God’s redeeming love that is, thankfully, still being told.  
                                        
i Jon Meacham, “The End of Christian America,” Newsweek, April 13, 2009, p.34 
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