
The Church’s Exploding “Cans” 
 

And to the angel of the church of Laodicea, write . . . 

“I know your works; you are neither cold nor hot.   

I wish that you were either cold or hot.   

So, because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot,  

I am about to spit you out of my mouth.” 

(Revelation 3:14-16) 
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In 2002 Nescafe launched a marketing experiment using technology developed at England’s 

Southampton University. Their coffee in a self-heating can was provocatively called “Hot When 

You Want.” Shake the can. Press a button on the bottom. A sharp pop is followed by a hissing, 

and . . . presto! Within three minutes your coffee is steaming. “Hot When You Want.”   

 

Nescafe was 

taking a bit of a 

risk, as earlier 

attempts at self-

heating cans had 

not exactly earned 

the best of 

reputations. Like 

many cutting edge 

technologies, this 

was first 

experimented with 

on the battlefield. 

British soldiers in World War 2 were given cans with a fuse to be ignited by a lit cigarette. 

(Official records claimed no one was injured, eye-witness testimonies notwithstanding). In 

Vietnam the United States tried its own version. A solid flammable base heated the contents of 

the can, which soldiers then speared with a small spike to get at the warmed food. It worked, and 

it looked great in war movies -- jungle scenery, booted and camouflaged soldiers, charcoal 

decorated faces. Might not work so well, though, for commuters in the underground jungles of 

New York’s subways, for women camouflaged with cosmetics and booted in high heels. 

 

Still, Nescafe wagered that the technology had improved to the point that self-heating cans had 

been made safe, reliable, convenient, and tasty. A major player in the international coffee 

market, Nescafe spent over $10 million on the project, purchasing six million cans for a test-

market in the British Midlands. The technology was simple: hidden within can was a segment 

about the size of a shot glass filled with quicklime and water. The button released the quicklime 
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to mix with water, a chemical mixture generating enough energy to raise the temperature of the 

contents over a hundred degrees Fahrenheit in three minutes. Nifty, don’t you think? 

 

Have you noticed I’ve been using past tense? That’s because the test market didn’t go so well. 

Oh, it went swimmingly during the summer, but when winter set in, with temperatures much 

colder, the technology wasn’t able to warm the coffee enough to enjoy. Consumers joked that 

their winter cup of jo was “Warm When You Want,” rather than “Hot When You Want.”   

 

In 2002 I was at FUMC in Warren, in south Arkansas. With Nescafe’s experiment yet on-going, 

I developed a sermon I called The Thermotic Church: Hot When You Want, based on the Holy 

Spirit igniting the church at Pentecost and John Wesley’s “Heart Strangely Warmed” experience 

on Aldersgate Street. That sermon was published in a journal out of Knoxville called Dynamic 

Preaching. I was surprised, though, when the next year Southampton University’s campus 

newspaper, The Dolphin, contacted for me for an article which was published in their April 2003 

issue. Wanting to increase the hype about their university-developed technology, their point was, 

“See, even preachers across the pond in faraway Arkansas are loving our idea!”  Well, as I said, 

the marketing experiment failed, but I like to think my sermon worked!    

 

Self-heating technology can be useful for aches and pains. No doubt some of you have used, 

Proctor and Gamble’s ThermaCare Heat Wraps. The wrap comes in an airtight pouch and 

contains heat disks which, when opened, 

react to oxygen to produce heat, fully 

heating up in thirty minutes and staying 

warm for 16 hours! One package I 

purchased sported a wonderful slogan 

which, if you ask me, is also a slogan for 

tired churches. “Feel the Difference 

Between Can’t and Can!”   

 

So here’s my question: Wouldn’t it be 

great if the church had a self-igniting 

mechanism that would change “Can’t” 

into “Can,” a button to push to activate 

the mixing, not of chemical elements but of spiritual elements, elevating the warmth of the 

church? Wouldn’t a Thermotic Church be great? Thermos is a Greek word meaning “heat,” the 

root of many of our heat-related words – thermos, thermometer, thermal, thermostat. 

 

Jesus spoke about a Thermotic Church in his letter to the Laodiceans, “I know your works, that 

you are neither cold nor hot.  I wish you were either cold or hot. So because you are lukewarm, I 

will spit you out of my mouth.” Lukewarm simply won’t do, the very reason Nescafe abandoned 

their experiment. I should note, though, that the Greek word for hot in Revelation 3 is not 

thermos, but another word you will no doubt find familiar, zestos. Think, zesty! Not hot with heat 

from the outside, but with hot with spices from the inside! Zesty is how Jesus wants the church, 

something within to warm the body of Christ. 

 

In 2008 I had the great joy to lead a group of pilgrims inland into Turkey, the only time I’ve ever 

done that, the region of the seven churches of the book of Revelation. Laodicea was one of the 
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sites we visited. Walking midst the ruins of ancient Laodicea I noticed in the distance a hillside 

which glowed white. The weather was warm, so clearly it wasn’t ice and snow. I remember 

standing in Laodicea and thinking the chalky look on the side of that hill might be an industrial 

site. It would be, in fact, our 

next stop, Pamukkale (Turkish 

for Cotton Castle), since 1988 

a UNESCO World Heritage 

Site.  

 

In biblical times the city atop 

this frigid-looking hill was 

called Hierapolis (Sacred 

City), a Greco-Roman city 

built near 17 hot water springs. 

The mineral waters created a 

cascade of pools which, while 

they may look frosty, are 

actually warm, an 

extraordinary effect created 

when water from the hot springs loses carbon dioxide, leaving deposits of limestone, layers of 

white calcium carbonate which built up a series of plateaus.  

 

I’ve sat, as perhaps the Apostle Paul did and as thousands do every day, and dangled my feet in 

those hot waters. In this place hot looks 

cold. People have been visiting 

Hierapolis -- a Spa City like our own 

Hot Springs -- since at least the 2nd 

century B.C., the thermal waters a 

treatment for those seeking relief from 

ailments. Hierapolis became one of the 

most prominent cities in the Roman 

Empire in fields such as the arts, 

philosophy, and trade, a wealthy city 

growing to at least 100,000 inhabitants. 

Who wouldn’t wish to live here? 

 

This map shows the proximity of 

Hierapolis to Laodicea, and to Colosse. 

Paul’s letter to the Colossians was 

written to the church in that city. In 

Colossians Paul mentions both 

Hierapolis and Laodicea, three cities forming this triad in the Lycus River Valley:    

 

I testify for (Epaphras) that he has worked hard for you (in Colossae) 

and for those in Laodicea and in Hierapolis.   

Give my greetings to the brothers and sisters in Laodicea . . .  

(Colossians 4:13-16) 
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Standing in Laodicea with this Cotton Castle in the distance, only five miles away, revealed to 

me a deeper meaning to Revelation 3 and Jesus’ words, “you are neither cold nor hot, but 

lukewarm.” Archaeology has shown that ancient Laodiceans built an aqueduct to carry the hot 

water from those mineral springs of Hierapolis. Perhaps, though, the waters became tepid before 

arriving in Laodicea. “Warm when you want” is simply not as satisfying as “Hot When You 

Want,” so Jesus’ message must have struck a chord with the Laodiceans.  Here’s a clear case 

when experiencing the land’s geological features make the scriptures come alive. 

I wonder what Jesus would say of the mainline church today, were we to receive a letter from 

Jesus? Has the church’s spiritual temperature grown tepid?   

To the extent that the church has adopted moral relativism, I fear it has lost the zest it once 

possessed, the zest empowering it for 19 centuries in a missionary endeavor to reach the world 

for Christ. The 20th century, though, has seen the mainline church shedding members by the 

millions, mostly in the West where once it thrived. Conversion to Christianity seems to have 

been replaced with the blandness of an “I’m okay, You’re okay” montage of okay-ness.  

“Whatever you choose, it’s okay, God loves you.” Emphasis on God’s Unconditional love has 

been so prominent that the message of God’s love being Transformational has been muted.  

This is not the message that pushed the church out from Jerusalem and into the world. When  

moral relativism becomes central to our message and our living, it is no wonder that the church 

loses its steam and grows lukewarm, as surely as the hot waters of Hierapolis grew lukewarm 

before they reached Laodicea.   

At Christ of the Hills UMC may our vision be more, prompted by an inner, spiritual zeal to offer 

salvation through Jesus Christ consistent with our vision to Bring in, Build up, Reach out.  Let us 

“Feel the difference between can’t and can, “ so that we become a church with exploding 

“Cans!”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


