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Doing Community, Part 2
January 21st, 2007

We started our new series a few weeks ago entitled CHURCH 360o, where, from different vantage points, we’re able to see what it is that we’ve been called to be as His church. 

· We started off two weeks ago talking about what it means to be a People of His Presence and last week we looked at what it means to be People of Community.
· Well, this morning, we’re going to continue by looking at what Jesus’ dream of community can really look like in our own lives.  [PRAY]
I recently heard about a series of instructional videos that you can get on almost any subject in the world. They’re called “Lessons from the Master.” 

· The idea is that you can get coaching from the world’s leading authority on whatever it is that you want to learn more about or improve at.

· For instance, you can get golf tips from one of history’s greatest golfers—Tiger Woods; you can get relational tips from one of the great pop-psychologists—Dr. Phil;

· You can get motivational tips from Sam Walton, the founder of Walmart… or investing tips from Warren Buffet.

· You can even get advice on developing your interpersonal skills by Rosie O’Donnell and Donald Trump.  You name it… and there is a “Lessons from the Master” video out there for you.

And yet, as I went ahead and “Googled” the words “community” and “video,” nothing came up.  So I sat there trying to figure out how I can find some kind of “Lessons from the Master”-type video out there on building healthy community.

· I mean, what would you put in that Google search box if you were trying to find history’s leading expert on community… that person who has mastered the complexities of human nature and all of the subtle nuances of group life? 

· Who would you go to for coaching on how to create a life-changing, life-shaping, life-giving, life-forming community? 

· I think, hands down, the answer would be, “Jesus.”  

When Jesus was thinking about how to extend His movement and His dream beyond His own physical life on earth, He did one thing. 

· He didn’t start a country; He didn’t form an army; He didn’t create a university, or an institution, or a corporation; He didn’t endow a foundation. 

· He started a small group. He started a small group with a very simple plan…

· In Mark 3:13-14, we read: “Jesus went up into the hills and invited those he wanted with him, and they came to him. He appointed twelve, designating them as apostles, that they might be with Him…”

So what was his plan for this group of people? The plan was that they would first and foremost “Be With” Him. 

· From the very beginning, this “Jesus Movement” was a small group movement, and the main curriculum was the “Be With Plan.” 

· Where Jesus would “Be With” them… where they would learn together, study together, pray together, argue together, and forgive together.   

· When they tried to serve God, Jesus would “Be With” them. 

· When they failed, He’d “Be With” them. 

· When they were sick… He’d ”Be With” them. 

· When they were discouraged, when they were confused… He’d ”Be With” them to help. 

· He’d “Be With” them to celebrate when they got something right, and “Be With” them when they got things wrong. 

· They would walk through life together. The plan was to “Be With…” to “Be With” Jesus.

And yet, Jesus’ plan was more than just a “be with Him” plan.  What Jesus was also calling them to was to “Be With” each other.  

· And amazingly, they got it! They understood the great commandment… that it was about loving God… and loving one another… about “being with” Him and “being with” one another.

· And so what we see in the Book of Acts is that even after Jesus was gone, the members of His original “small group” still chose to gather together in the upper room.

And then, after the Holy Spirit was poured out at Pentecost we’re told in Acts 2:42, that they “devoted themselves to fellowship…” to “being with” one another.

· Now I realize that the word  fellowship has lost a lot of its meaning in our day and yet it describes a true small group: 

· Having people around you with whom you can simply “do life” together…. Where you can “be with” Him… together…

· Where you can laugh and weep and celebrate… a group of people with whom you can share and serve and give and receive. 

They devoted themselves to that. In fact, we read in Acts 2:46 that “Every day, they continued to meet together… They broke bread in their homes and ate with glad and sincere hearts.”
· Actually, if you read through Acts, you see just how often these little communities of believers really did gather together in their homes. 

· We read about how groups of believers were meeting at the homes of Priscilla and Aquila, Philip, Lydia, Onesiforus, Aristobulus, and ever the Apostle John’s mother.

· To the Colossians, we see Paul writing, “Please give my greetings to our brothers and sisters at Laodicea, and to Nympha and the church that meets in her house” (Colossians 4:15). 
· In Philemon 1:2 he says, “To Philemon our dear friend… and to the church that meets in your home.”

If they were alive back then you’d be seeing names like Conrad & Lynn, Paul & Diane, Kevin, Bill & Ruthie… leading groups in their homes.

· But, even today, God has continued to stick with His “Be With” Jesus and “Be With” one another plan.   

· And not only that, but He has provided for us a “Lessons from the Master” plan for making these communities work.

· So, let me share with you some of those key lessons… for not only making them work… but for making them great!

Lesson Number 1 from the Master:  In a great small group, people are devoted to each other, and they will pay a significant price to “do life” together.   

We already read from Acts 2:42 how “they devoted themselves to fellowship.” Well, remember, they got this idea from Jesus. 

· I mean, Jesus’ disciples knew how completely devoted He was to them... they could see it each and every day as He lived His life with them.

· There was probably never a time when those guys felt as though Jesus was somehow with them simply out of obligation or duty.

You know, there is no record of any other rabbi of that era who actually went out and recruited students. That was considered way beneath their dignity.  

· Instead, prospective students would come to them and ask, “Would you please mentor me? Would you allow me to be your disciple?”  

· Not with Jesus. Jesus came along and said, “I want you. I want you. I want you.”   

· No other rabbi did that. In their minds, they were just too dignified for that… But Jesus did it. 

· Can you imagine what that felt like? To know that somebody like that wants you? It’s such a powerful dynamic.

· Jesus said,  “I want you to be my friend. I want to do life together with you.”   

But why did He choose these twelve? Was it because they were really smart, or rich or resourceful, or powerful, or influential? 

· No. Peter was impulsive. Thomas was a doubter. Judas was greedy. James and John were ladder-climbers. 

· There was a man named Simon who was a Zealot, which meant he hated tax collectors. 

· There was another guy named Matthew who was a tax collector, which meant that he hated Zealots.  What a mess!

· So, why did He choose these twelve?  I have no idea!  And I’m sure none of them could answer that question either.

But even in choosing His disciples, the Master was already beginning to teach us… that His little community is not the place where you get to be around people who always feed your ego or people who always make your life easier.

· Community is not always the place where you get to be around people who are always beautiful and perfectly healthy and normal. 

· Just look around you!  Well… you are all beautiful… though I don’t know about the healthy and normal part!

· You see, community is where you learn from Jesus how to love people who are as quirky and sinful and messed up and struggling as I am and you are.  

You know, experts in home group life say the number one killer of small groups is not busy schedules or doctrinal disagreements. It is what is sometimes called “Extra Grace Required” people… 

· Someone who talks too much; someone who doesn’t get it; someone who isn’t smooth; someone who reminds you of a relative that you do not want to be reminded of. 

· Every group has one. In fact, Rick Warren says that, “If you look around your group, and you can’t identify the “Extra Grace Required” person, it’s you!”  
· The sad thing is that in our home group, at least for Joyce, I am definitely the “extra grace required” person.  

· I admit it… at times I tend to get very settled into the “fellowship” portion of our home group… and because of that, we sometimes don’t get as deep into the Bible study portion as Joyce would like.  

· It’s not that I don’t want or value our study time… it’s just that sometimes I can’t stop talking!

Well Jesus had this little group with a whole bunch of EGRs in it, and yet, you can just see how Jesus believes in them… 

· He prays for them, and He serves them, and He washes their feet. It was like He wanted to “Be With” them. It was like it made Him glad when they were together.

· Nobody had ever loved them like that. And after three years of that, they were shaped by that love and, yes, in their own imperfect way, began loving others that way.

· They devoted themselves to this and were willing to pay a significant price for that devotion.  
· They took time out of their busy lives to love and care for one another.  They sometimes walked long distances just to encourage one another.
In fact, in Acts 4:32 we read that "The whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held in common." 
· Now, understand… it’s not that people simply gave away everything they owned so that someone could just come into my house and walk out with my TV.  

· But their devotion and commitment to one another was so rich that when they did look at their stuff, they began seeing it in terms of how they could bless others.
· They committed themselves to one another… and devoted themselves to fellowship with one another… sacrificing their time and resources to making that happen.

Lesson Number 2 from the Master:  A great group is a safe place to get real with people. 

Acts 2:46 says that they “ate together with glad and sincere hearts.” I’ve shared before with you how the word sincere is made up of two Latin words: sin, which means “without” and cere, which means “wax.”  

· You see, the Romans prized ancient Greek statues. Oftentimes, those centuries-old statues would have been cracked or chipped. 

· Sometimes sellers would pour wax into the cracked areas to cover up the flaws and make the statue look better than it really was. 

· If you found you had bought one of those “covered up” statues, you’d obviously be upset. 

· But if the statue were authentic, and if there were no attempt to hide the flaws, then it would be labeled sin cere—“without wax.”  

So, when this group of believers gathered together, they did so with sincere hearts… in other words, they didn’t try and cover up their flaws and struggles. 

· Where did they get this idea? From Jesus.

· Whatever was going on in Him, the disciples found out about it. When He was sad, they saw Him cry. When He was tired, they saw Him sleep. When He was troubled, they heard Him say, in Matthew 26:38, “My heart is overwhelmed with sorrow.”
Jesus was the most transparent human being they had ever been around. He talked a lot about how people—especially religious people—often try to look good on the outside while, in reality, their lives were, at the very least, less than perfect.

· Jesus said,  “We’re not going to do that. We’re going to “Be With” each other in reality.”  
· And so, there no was posturing with them… they weren’t interested in “image maintenance” the way we often are.  

· This is so important because, to one degree or another, we all struggle to be free like that... to experience the freedom of being known by others in our weaknesses.

· In fact, we work hard trying to manage what others think of us… we try and come off brighter, stronger, more together than we really are.  

· And when we do that, in a way, its like filling in the imperfections in our life with wax.  We’re no longer living in true sincerity. 

In his letter to the Corinthians, Paul shares with us an instance where Moses does sort of the same thing.  Now, you know that Moses had been with God on Mount Sinai… and when Moses came down from the mountain, the text says, “his face glowed.” 

· Now even in our day, when people are really excited, their faces will beam or shine. In fact, people will always say that to describe a bride. They say, “Oh, doesn’t she just look so radiant?” 

· Of course… they never say that about the groom. Nobody cares what the groom looks like… he’s just a prop.  

· But they always say that about a bride. Well… Moses’ face was radiant… and this impressed the people. 

· They said.  “Wow! He’s a spiritual guy. He’s been with God.”   

Well, the word spread and people were saying, “Moses has a shiny face.” Every time they looked at him, everyone said, “Wow!” Moses liked hearing that…“Wow!”  

· Then one morning, he wakes up and looks in the mirror and notices that his face isn’t as shiny as before. It’s starting to fade. 

· He knows that if people were to see this, they would be less impressed with him, and he wouldn’t be so special anymore. 

· So, Paul says in 2 Corinthians 3:13, that “Moses put a veil over his face to keep the Israelites from gazing at it while the radiance was fading away.” 

He wanted them to think that he was more spiritually radiant than he really was. So he walked around with a veil—a little wax.  

· We don’t know how long he wore it. We don’t know when he finally decided to take it off. 

· But, my guess is that it was when his wife said to him, “Moses, take off that stupid veil. You are not fooling anybody, and personally I’m glad your face is not glowing anymore. I could not sleep at night. It was like going to bed with a firefly. Take off the veil, Moses.” 

· Whatever prompted it, he eventually did take it off. And what a relief that must have been—just to be plain old Moses.  

That’s why Paul goes on to say, “Since we have the promise of God’s love and acceptance through what Jesus has done for us, we can live with unveiled faces.” (2 Corinthians 3:12-16)  

· No hiding. No more wax. No more makeup.  Just “This is who I am— good and bad—no veil.”  

· With unveiled faces, we reflect God’s glory.  And so, a great group is where it is safe to be the real you…. where you can “do community” with an unveiled face… 

· Where you can throw off all that “impression management” and begin doing community with sincerity of heart.

· You see, to be in a group like that—to help grow a group like that… that’s what being part of Jesus’ “Be With” plan is all about.

Lesson Number 3 from the Master:  A great group is a place where people can speak truth to one another. 

In Ephesians 4:15, Paul says, “We will speak the truth in love, becoming more and more in every way like Christ, who is the head of His body, the Church.” 

· “Becoming more and more in every way like Christ…” I mean… that’s what we all want, right?  

· And what Paul is telling us here is that speaking together in loving truth can help get us there.

· You know, as much as it may not seem like it at times, reality and truth are always our friends.  

Yes, you can go the way of “impression management” instead… making sure people only see the attractive veneer that covers all those pieces of wood held together by glue… 

· But take my word, at the end of the day, it is far easier to part of a community with whom you can just be you… issues and all…

· Where you can give up on the “image management”, stare the group in the eyes, and say, “I’m not you may think I am.  I struggle.  I struggle with fear and insecurity… I’m no super-Christian… I struggle in my faith at times… I worry a lot, I struggle with impure thoughts, I yell at my husband too much, I struggle with loneliness…”
· Being part of a gathering of people can help us face up to the truth about ourselves by providing a safe and loving context to be real. 

Well that new community of believers after Pentecost… they got it.  They learned from the Master not only how to be real with one another… but how to speak truth to one another in love.

· The problem is that we don’t often like when people speak truth in love to us… because when they want to speak truth in love, they usually have something hard to say to us… 

· Something that may confront an issue in me that I’d rather keep buried.

· And yet, in Mark 9:33-34, we’re invited into a similar situation between the Master and His disciples. 

· We’re told that, “After they arrived at Capernaum and settled in a house, Jesus asked his disciples, ‘What were you discussing out on the road?’  But they didn't answer, because they had been arguing about which of them was the greatest.”
I’ve got to tell ya… I would have loved to have been there when Jesus turns around and casually asks them what they’re arguing about… knowing full well that they’re fighting over who is the greatest disciple!

· Can’t you just see all of their heads dropping to the ground… “Oh, um… nothing really… we’re, um, just talking about who’s gonna win the Super Bowl next month.”
· Would anyone of them give in and admit that, even though Jesus had just announced to them that He was going to be betrayed and killed, that they were actually arguing over which one of them follows Him the best?

· No one was going to admit that!  So Jesus turns to them and says, “You’re all fired!”   
· Of course, He doesn’t say that… We’re not talking about Donald Trump… we’re talking about Jesus. 

And yet, Jesus doesn’t simply ignore what just happened. He doesn’t say to Himself,  “I’m afraid that if I raise this issue, they’re not going to like me, so in the name of love, I’ll just pretend like I didn’t hear anything.”   
· No. He doesn’t do that either. Instead, He turns to them and says, “Guys… whoever wants to be first must be last and be the servant of everyone else” (Mark 9:35).   
· And so, they learned their lesson from the Master... to speak truth in love… 

· A lesson Paul obviously lived out in Galatians 2:11 after seeing how the Apostle Peter was beginning to act one way with the Gentile believers… 

· and another way with the Judaizers, who believed that Gentiles needed to become Jews first before becoming Christians.

We’re told here that Paul, “Spoke to him face to face.”  You see, that’s how it works. “They devoted themselves to one another”… and one expression of this is having the freedom to speak the truth in love.

· The idea here is that when they would meet together in these little communities in each other’s homes, they would learn together what Jesus taught… 

· Not just for the sake of information, but to ask,  “How do we do it? How do we live out what Jesus said? How can we hold each accountable for living the kind of life He’s called us to?”   

· That’s the “Be With” plan for doing life together.  

Lesson Number 4 from the Master:  A great group is not a place where there is no conflict. It is a place where conflict, which is inevitable, leads to reconciliation and growth.  

The disciples in Jesus’ little group learn this the hard way. They bitterly disappoint Jesus at the crisis point of His life—at the moment of His greatest pain when He’s going to the Cross. 

· After three years of being with one another… after all Jesus had poured into them… when trouble came they just ran the other way. 

· Peter, His good friend, denies Him three times.  

· But after the Resurrection, Jesus approaches Peter and takes him for a walk along the beach.  He asks Peter three times, “Do you love me?”
· It was as if Jesus was saying, “Peter, for each of those three times you denied Me, I knew you still loved Me.”
By confronting him, Jesus lifted the weight of Peter’s guilt and shame. You see, the conflict wasn’t brushed under the rug. It wasn’t like, “Let’s just never talk about it again.” 

· Peter knew he had just been reconciled to Jesus. He remembered that. He carried that with him for the rest of his life. 

· When he’s writing to another community many years later in I Peter 3:8-9, he writes,  “Live in harmony with one another. Be sympathetic. Love as brothers. Be compassionate and humble. Do not repay evil with evil, or insult with insult but blessing.” 

· Peter says,“I know, I’ve been there. I’ve learned from the Master.”   

Last Lesson from the Master:  Great groups have a mission beyond themselves. 
We read earlier from Mark 3:14 where it says “He appointed twelve, designating them apostles, that they might be with Him…” But then he adds, “and that He might send them out…”
· The plan was to “be with” them and to send them out. 

· But what if the twelve had said, “You know, we like to be together so much—we don’t want to be sent out. We want to keep it just us?”
· I don’t know… maybe none of us would be here today.  

· Jesus’ plan has always been for Him to be present with His followers and then to spread His presence and joy and love through them to the world.  

· That’s the “Be With” plan… to “Be With” Him… and to “Be With” one another…  and to go and invite others to “Be With” Him as well. 

I think sometimes about what it must have been like when that first group was reunited in Heaven, because that really did happen… one by one.

· Can you imagine all of them finally together again before Jesus… and they remember when they were just young men, and Jesus said,  “I’ll make you fishers of men.”  

· And now, all these years later, they wonder, “Did we do well?”  

· And they think to themselves,  “What if I had said “No?” What if when Jesus came to me and said, “I want you,” what if I had said “No?”  
What obviously made Jesus’ small group the greatest small group in the history of the world was the One who was leading it—Jesus.  

· But here’s what’s so amazing. Jesus says in Matthew 18,  “For wherever two or three people come together in my Name, there am I.” (Matthew 18:20)  

· That’s the “Be With” plan.  You come together in my Name and devote yourselves to each other, I’ll be right there with you.   

Guys, you know me...  I’m not an “in your face” kind of guy.  But I want to encourage you as strongly as I can to consider being part of a small group of believers… to seriously consider being part of a home group.

· At the very least, I hope that you’ll pray about that and, if God nudges, that you’ll respond. 

· Some of you are leading a home group… I just want you to hear these words:  

· You are not crazy to do what you do, to sacrifice… to make the effort. You are not crazy. 

· This is Jesus’ plan… to change the world through little groups in which ordinary human beings can be transformed into His character and loved into His community and called into His work. 

· Guys… I promise that you will never regret having sacrificed the time and made the effort to passionately embrace Jesus’ “Be With” plan… 
· You’ll never regret investing your life in community.
* Thanks to a John Ortberg sermon called “Life Together” for the outline of this sermon.  To me… he’s one of the best “preachers” around today.

