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From the Neighborhoods to the Nations

Pascack Bible Church, October 29th, 2006

I’ll tell you… in spite of all the craziness in the world, it is such an amazing time to be alive! And it’s such a great time to be who God has called us to be as a church.  

· In Habakkuk 1:5, God says “Look!  See!  I am going to do things in your day which you wouldn’t believe even if I told you.”  And that’s just what He’s been doing.

· Did you know that at the International Conference on World Evangelization in 1910, Latin America was considered to be the greatest challenge facing the church… with under a few hundred thousand believers.

· Today, there are over 60 million evangelical believers in LA.  

· And 20 million of them came to Christ in just the last ten years!

There are countries such as Indonesia that could only boast in a few thousand believers just 40 years ago.  

· Today there are millions!  In just one generation!

· 40 years ago in Nepal… no believers.  Today there are several hundred thousand worshipping God at the top of the world!  And 80% of those came to Christ in just the last ten years!  

· I could go on and on but the simple fact is that God is doing amazing things throughout our neighborhoods and the nations.

You see, we can’t ever forget that God is the hero of this story… not people, not churches, not missionaries, not mission agencies.  

· Since the beginning of time, God has passionately and relentlessly led this charge to restore humanity back to Himself. 

· And as God captures each of our hearts back… and as we

· discover His passion for us to live in intimate friendship with Him… and as we

· discover His heart for us to live in rich community with one another… 

· Then we begin to understand just what it means to be His people.

· Suddenly our identity and mission become intricately tied to Him… embracing for ourselves not only His invitation to walk more deeply with Him 

· But His invitation for us to join with Him in His pursuit of those living across the street from us and across the oceans.

So as I share with you this morning, my heart is that we would, in a more profound way than ever before, be captured by the Heart of God for the world around us.

· And to do that, I want begin by turning to the very beginning of Scripture… to Genesis chapter one.

In Genesis chapters one and two, we see creation told from two different vantage points.  The first in 1:1 where we see all the attention given to a powerful, creative, sovereign God, Elohim… who stands distinct from His creation as One without rival.
· In fact, we see Elohim mentioned 35 times as the One who had created all those things, which had been the object of people’s worship… the sun and moon.

· Just read verses 14-16, for example.  “And God said, "Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate the day from the night… And it was so. God made two great lights--the greater light to govern the day and the lesser light to govern the night.”

· And then the writer throws in this last comment… as though it were nothing… “And He made the stars also!”
People have spent their lives studying a little dot on a single star; teams of scientists spend their entire careers studying a single supernova… books upon books written to try to explain just a little about them.

· Astronomers tell us that the distance b/t one end of the Milky Way to the other is 100,000 light years… and contains over 2 billion stars. 

· The Andromeda Galaxy is 2.2 million light years away… how many miles is that? 117 with 21 zeros after it… containing billions and billions of stars.

· And there are nearly 20 smaller galaxies each containing 100 billion stars!

· Can you believe what God created here?!

· But here we’re being told, almost as an afterthought… “He made the stars also” as though He’s throwing together some kind of cosmic pizza… a little star here, a big galaxy over there... (for you trekkies: a worm-hole & special anomaly!)
Yet the culmination of His creation wasn’t the stars… but you and me.  After each day of creation, God looked at what He had done and said, “it is good.”  (trees, rivers, bugs… good).

· Then He looked at Adam and said, “It is very good.” 

· Actually, there is only one time in the creation account where God says that something isn’t good... do you know what that was?  It wasn’t good that Adam was alone (Gen 2:18).

· So God says to Adam, “I will give you a woman who will wash, clean, iron, sew, who will never have ‘headaches’, who loves power tools, who hates getting directions…

· Who appreciates the toilet seat up, who thinks it’s cute when you drink out of the carton, who loves everything you love, never complains...”  
· Adam says to God, “Wow... but what’s that going to cost me?”  God said, “An arm and a leg.” So Adam asked, “Wow... well, what can I get with a rib?” And with that, God gave life to Eve!
· The point is that YOU, in spite of the majesty of His creation, are the crown jewels of His creation!

Then, starting in verse 2:4b, something interesting happens.  The creation story is retold.  Notice in 1:1 it says “Heaven and Earth”.  

· Now, in 2:4b, it reads “Earth and Heaven”.  The attention is now going to be shifted from God’s activity in Heaven to God’s creation on Earth.

· The image isn’t of Elohim creating through a mere thought but now we see Adonai, who far more intimately fashions us with His hands… 

· who breathes life into His creation… whom we’re told has been fearfully and wonderfully made.

· The attention is now on this first couple who can now be seen walking hand in hand with Elohim-Adonai, their transcendent & powerful yet near & intimate God.

Looking at the creation scene helps us to understand not only the majesty, power, and sovereignty of God, but also the heart of God who placed us amidst a beautiful garden in order to walk with Him in friendship and intimacy and worship.

· What an incredible picture of God showing up each morning to be with His precious children. 

· No tears or sickness, no pain or suffering, you could open the phone book and there would be no psychiatrists, no drug stores, no divorce court… no ugly florescent 911 stickers on your telephone.

· Just two people walking in intimacy and friendship with God.

This is what we were created for!  God didn’t create us to be missionaries… there were no need for missionaries… 

· He already had untold numbers of angels who would do His bidding… He wasn’t looking for another “army of soldiers.” I

· nstead, He created us to be a people made in His own image with whom He could dwell forever. 

If somehow we could stop after Gen 1& 2, life would have been so great.  The Bible would only be two chapters long! 

· But, unfortunately, the story didn’t end there. 

· In chapter 3, something terrible happens.  Adam and Eve are seduced by an evil outside of themselves and through this fall, their fellowship and intimacy with God was broken.  

· Then, in chapter four, we see an evil from within humanity causing them to hurt not only themselves but one another.

· I don’t believe we could ever grasp this side of heaven just how much we lost at the fall.  

· In a moment, that perfect fellowship was gone.  In a moment, shame, guilt, jealousy, fear, and pain were all born.  

And in that moment, what did God do?  Did He give up on them?  “You made your bed… now you lay in it.”  No!  Because of His great love, He made this incredible declaration in Gen 3:15, where, in speaking to the serpent, He says…

· “And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her seed; and while you will strike His heal, He (the One who will one day come from the ‘seed of the woman’) will crush your head.” 

· God wasn’t about to leave us helpless… He would not abandon the humanity He loved so much.

· So He made this declaration that He would send someone from the “seed of the woman”.  And though Satan would strike His heel, Jesus would crush His head… to destroy Satan and everything he has sown into the human race…

“I will redeem humanity, my crown jewel, back to myself” And why?  Because He is absolutely in love with us.  
· I have loved you with an everlasting love…” Jeremiah 31:3

· Illustration:  Sarah finds a worm and says, “Daddy, I’m going to call it princess!” 
· You see, this isn’t about missions or missionaries… it’s not about us… it’s about a Missional God!  A God who is relentlessly pursuing, inviting His precious creation to share again the intimacy of the garden.

You see, God’s heart, His pursuit to bring fallen humanity back to the Garden… back into the intimacy for which He created us, is the one central theme of His Word.

· Scripture isn’t a collection of unrelated stories and books.  

· From Gen 1 through Rev 22 there is one unfolding drama at work, His passion to restore what was lost in the Garden… the intimacy, friendship, and worship for which He created us.

· We can see this Father Heart of God from the beginning.  Look at Gen 3:8-9:
And they heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God among the trees of the garden.  Then the Lord God (Elohim Adonai) called to the man and said to him, “Where are you?”

Even after what they did, what do we see?  We see God continuing to pursue His children.

· We often see God as the “not-so-jolly” Green Giant… huffing and puffing through the garden… “Adam, where are you, you scoundrel?  Come out from behind that tree, you rat.”

· But is that what happened? Not at all.  Instead, God is pursuing Adam, as He has pursued each and every one of us throughout our lives, inviting us to come out from behind those things we are hiding behind.

· “John, where are you?  Come... climb back up on my lap… Come out from behind that TV, Box of Twinkies, Relationship…”

· In their shame, they made for themselves a feeble covering of fig leaves… but God again pursues them… and in His mercy, fashions for them a real covering of animal skin.

· It was the first time God would sacrifice an animal in order to cover the shame of fallen humanity.

We see the depth of the Father heart of God revealed.  And this pursuit of humankind by our loving God has been going on ever since. 

· He was here this morning during worship, pursuing us.

· *B/c of His holiness, God had to put Adam and Eve out of the Garden… but b/c of His love, He has spent the rest of History engaged in one great passion… to bring us back in!

· What I love about Scripture is that it not only tells the story of our past but paints such a clear picture of our future…

· Turn with me to Revelation 21:1-4, where we really are given a window of what’s to come.

“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the old heaven and the old earth had disappeared… I heard a loud shout from the throne, saying, “Look, God’s home is now among his people! He will live with them, and they will be his people. God himself will be with them.  He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death or sorrow or crying or pain. All these things are gone forever.” 

It starts with a new “heaven and earth”.  The picture being painted here of heaven isn’t like the old heaven and earth that had become corrupted.

· “God’s home is now among his people! He will live with them, and they will be his people.”
· “He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death or sorrow or crying or pain.”
· No more tears, no more pain, no more fear, no more shame!
· That’s our future!

· You see… everything God is bringing to is what we were always created to have with Him in the Garden.  

Now look at Revelation 22:1-5…“Then the angel showed me a river with the water of life, clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb… On each side of the river grew a tree of life… No longer will there be a curse upon anything. For the throne of God and of the Lamb will be there, and his servants will worship him. And they will see his face, and his name will be written on their foreheads… And they will reign forever and ever.” 

“No longer will there be a curse.”  The curse that came from the fall is lifted and so we will dwell with Him in perfect fellowship unencumbered by sin.

· “And they will see his face, and his name will be written on their foreheads …” Meaning that our identity will be in Him… as it was in the Garden.

· “We will see His face” is the greatest single blessing we could ever know as human beings. 

· Does this sound familiar?  John is describing a Garden!  That is our inheritance, which Jesus has purchased back for us!  Unbroken unbridled fellowship with God!
Because of the depth of love the Father has toward us… He sent His only Son into the world, clothed in human flesh, to become our Immanuel… to become God with Us. 

· How can we ever grasp that the One who formed the sun in the palm of His hand and set it ablaze to serve as a furnace to warm His children… became like one of us… 

· Leaving the coronations of heaven for the condemnations of earth

· The majesties of heaven for the miseries of earth

· The throne of heaven for the tree of Calvary
· The songs of heaven for the sneers of earth
· So that we can once again climb back onto our Father’s lap… so we can once again in this life live in part how we will one day live in full… a life of perfect intimacy and friendship with Him.

You see, all of Scripture is the unfolding of that single drama of God’s pursuit to bring us back into the Garden.  

· I don’t know about you, but that shakes me to the core!  That there was a Loving Father in pursuit of me!  In pursuit of all of us!  

· *And that now that we are His, He simply invites us to participate in what He is already doing... in “wooing” humanity back to Himself.  

Jesus said in John 5, “My Father is always working.”  It’s what I shared earlier… that God is the hero of this story… this whole redemptive story came at His initiative… because of His indescribable love of humanity, the crown jewel of His creation!  

· Sometimes you hear a missionary say something like, “I’m going to take God to Africa.”

· Well guess what?  God is already in Africa… moving in people’s hearts.  

· You see, missions isn’t about us.  **It is about God’s invitation to join Him in what He is doing in bringing humanity back to Himself… from here in your neighborhoods to the nations of the world. **

But understand that His invitation to participate in what He’s doing isn’t simply for you as individuals… but for you as a community. 

· And I’ll tell you… from the first time I walked into this church twenty-five years ago I saw Pascack Bible Church as that unique “City on Hill” that Jesus spoke about in Matthew 5.

· I was a very young Christian… but I knew in my heart that God had made a deposit in this place… that He had put into the life of this church a unique passion & heart for the world around you.

· *And as much as you may have faced challenges over the past months, know that God hasn’t given up… and that He’s here with a question… “Are you as a church ready to step out again and embrace that life of adventure and risk I am calling you to?”
In Matthew 14, we’re told that Jesus had just sent his disciples into their small fishing boat in order to cross over to the other side of the Sea of Galilee… while He went up into the hills alone to pray. 

· But after the disciples were half way across, a storm begins to roll in. So, here they are… in the middle of the Sea of Galilee in the midst of what has now become a terrible storm… afraid for their lives!

· Remember… a number of these guys are professional fishermen.  They are tough guys… used to being out on tough waters at night.  

· Yet this time they were afraid… they honestly didn’t know if they would make it.

· But then we’re told, in verse 25, that around 3am, Jesus begins to approach them… walking toward them on the water! 

Picture in your mind the size of the waves, the strength of the wind, and the darkness of the night. Picture this little boat struggling to avoid being capsized. 

· Matthew says the boat was "tormented" by the waves. These guys were cold, wet, exhausted, and terrified. 

· But just when they thought things couldn’t get any worse… they see, what appears to them to be a ghost, walking toward them.

· So, in verse 26, they do what any group of men in the absence of women would do in that situation… it says that they “screamed in terror!”
Then, in verse 27, Jesus yells toward them, “Don’t be afraid, it’s Me!”  Exhausted and terrified, Peter yells back to Him… “If it is you, Jesus, then tell me to come to you.”  And Jesus said, “Come”.  

· So Peter, with his eyes so fixed on Jesus that he doesn’t even think about what he’s doing, gets out of the boat and walks toward Jesus. It’s an incredible moment… 

· Peter steps out of the boat… and takes those incredible steps… but suddenly realizes where he is… and he falls right into the water.

So here’s the question.  Did Peter blow it?  Was this a great moment of failure for him? After all… his faith did give way.  

· And yet when I look at that story, I’m struck by are those eleven others who chose to live in the safety of the boat. 

· Unlike Peter, those eleven “boat potatoes" wouldn’t take the risk.
· And so, yes, only Peter experience the shame of public failure that day… BUT it was only Peter who would experience the glory of walking on water.
You see God is calling you as a church to a new life of risk and adventure… He’s inviting you again to join with Him as He passionately pursues a bride from among the neighborhoods of New Jersey and the nations of the world.

· It will require risk and boldness and courage… and at times you may be tempted to climb into the bleachers and let other people play in the game. 

· *But I know there is a rumbling inside of you reminding you that our lives are about something more than just sitting in the boat…

· A stirring inside calling you to leave the routine of comfortable existence and abandon yourself to the adventure of following Christ.

For some of you… as much as you believe this… you wonder if you really can make a difference as church… you wonder if, perhaps, your best days as a church are behind you.  

· Maybe you’re just discouraged because you have been giving but the fruit just doesn’t seem to be there. Just know that Peter experienced these same feelings in Luke chapter 5. 

· After a long day of fishing… without catching a single fish… Jesus sees Peter cleaning his boat and nets.  

· Jesus steps into the boat and asks Peter to take the boat out one more time.

· Peter’s got to be frustrated… taking the boat out again is the last thing he wants to do.  Come on… He’s been fishing in those waters his whole life… he knew they wouldn’t catch anything else... but Jesus still wanted to go out.

· Peter had zero faith for this... but Jesus asked him, “Would you do it for me... would you go out one more time?” 
And so they hopped back in their boats... tired and frustrated, and without any expectation other than feeling even more tired than they already felt.

· But when they threw their nets out... after they said yes to Jesus and got out there… they ended up catching so many fish that their nets began to tear!  

· In fact, in Luke used the strongest language he could to describe their reaction.  

· He said, in verse 9, that they were awestruck by the size of their catch.

Maybe some of you have grown tired of throwing out the nets.  Maybe you’ve stopped believing that this church can make a radical difference around your area here and around the world.

· But I will tell you… I’ve never for a moment stopped believing in what God has made this church for… to be that “City on a Hill” that shines its light and extends its mercy from the neighborhoods to the nations.

· Jesus is calling you to get back into the boat... He knows some of you are discouraged and uncertain... He knows there’s some doubt... He gets it. 

And yet, He is asking you to get back into the boat... *He’s asking you to throw out the net again…

· He’s asking you to reject that civilized, domesticated faith that can so easily settle in our lives.

· You see I know something about you as a church that you may not even know about yourselves… that God has put inside of you raw and untamed faith, a barbaric spark, waiting to be unleashed on the world around you.

You’ve already made an impact.  You’ve changed my life!  I stood right here with my wife Joyce in 1994 as Fred laid hands on us and commissioned us to go to Tajikistan as church planters.

· I stood right here six years ago as Fred once again laid hands on us and commissioned us to plant a church in Morristown.  This church has changed my life.

· As a church you have released good people to take what God has given you to nations such as Turkey, Tajikistan, Albania, Japan.

· Through the years you’ve chosen to look beyond yourselves in order to support what God is doing on college campuses, amongst those beaten by sickness and poverty… 

· Standing with those here in the States working to bring the Gospel to whole regions of the world.

You chose to look beyond the four walls of this church in order to join in support of Mike Durante who, with the untamed faith of his wife Debbie, chose to step out of their comfort zone and begin a Bible study amongst the thousands of first generation Muslim Albanians in North Jersey.

· They said “yes” to God… and in return, God turned that bible study into a growing vibrant church that is known throughout Albania today.  

· I know… because I was in Albania last year… and I had people asking me if I knew about that Albanian Church in Garfield.

· In fact, this church not only commissioned Mike & Debby to begin this ministry… but it was here in this very church on a Sunday morning that Mike and Debby gave their lives to Jesus just a few years earlier.

You see, like Joshua, you heard God’s cry to go and possess the lands He’s given to you.  
· But like Caleb… that wasn’t enough.  In Joshua 14:10, Caleb comes to Joshua and says, “So, here I am today, eighty-five years old! I am still as strong today as the day Moses sent me out; I'm just as vigorous to go out to battle now as I was then.”

· Then he says, “Now give me this hill country that the Lord promised me that day 45 years ago. You yourself heard then that the Anakites were there. Their cities are large and fortified, but, with the Lord helping me, I will drive them out.”

Keep in mind that at the time, the Anakites were the fiercest, largest enemies Israel faced.  And yet, at 85 years of age, Caleb asks Joshua to let him go and take that hill country... the hardest piece of land to take.
· He wasn’t asking permission to take on the Wimpites down in the valley… He asked to face the Anakites

· This guy is 85 years old… you’d think he’d ask for a nice condo at Shalom Acres Retirement Village or something like that. 

· But he wasn’t interested in Shalom Acres… he only wanted to answer that call of God that had been stirring up inside of him for 45 years. 

· You see, this church has taken some serious land… but God is asking you if you’re ready to take the hill country.

· Guys… There’s so much more that He has for you. He’s with you… you can do this… in His strength, you’ll see God doing more through you than you could ever have thought or imagined.

Several years ago I was watching the news where a torrential rainstorm was causing a local river to flow faster than its ever moved before. 

· What was so horrible was how this one man, who had fallen in, was being taken down the river, banging up against rocks and branches.  Others had already died… and it looked as though he might as well.

· A helicopter came and began to lower one of their rescue workers down… but the waters were moving too fast for him to catch the guy.

· They tried everything… the tied cords across the water… but the man was too tired to hang on.  Nothing they did seemed to work.

· Out of nowhere a man who had just been walking by saw what was happening.  He tied one of those cords around his waist and jumped into the water and somehow managed to grab hold of the guy.  He saved his life.

This is what God has called church is called to be.  The world may throw them a line, but God’s calling you to be the kind of people who will jump in after them.  

· Will you say “yes” to God’s invitation this morning… to join with Him as He continues His passionate pursuit of humanity…
· He’s here this morning with a simply question… “Will you do it for me?  Will you pick up your nets one more time?”  
· Are you ready to respond to that rumbling inside of you… calling you as individuals and as a church to embrace that life of adventure and risk He’s inviting you to?
I love this church… and even though I may be pastoring my own congregation… this is still my church… and Fred is still my pastor.
· I love this church… and I feel today as strongly as I did 25 years ago… that God has uniquely called you to be a community of hope in a despairing world 
· Believe me…I honor and deeply appreciate what this church has done through its past.  But what really excites me is what God has for your future… 
· To be that “City on a Hill” birthed into this world to reflect His life and grace from your neighborhoods to the nations. 













































