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Being the Church We Were Meant to Be

January 12, 2003

Like many pastors, I tend to be very reflective during this time of year.  On one hand, I need to look back at the past year and consider how we’ve done as a church.  

· And at the same time, because we’ve just come into a new year, I need to look at the direction we’re going in and ask myself whether we really are becoming the kind of church I believe God called us to be?

· And, of course, the only way to really answer that is to go back and remember the things God put in our hearts right from the beginning.

· What was it He called us to be? What were the values and dreams that He infused in our hearts?

· So, what I’d like to do this morning is to first share with you, especially for the sake of those who are newer to the church, a little about where we’ve come from.

· Then, I’d like to continue where we left off last week, looking at those core ingredients that need to be in place in order for us to be the church I believe we were meant to be.

When Joyce and I felt God calling us back from Tajikistan, neither of us had any idea of what He was calling us home to do.

· Things were going wonderfully over there… after five years, we were at that place where we could communicate comfortably in the language, we enjoyed the work that we were there to do, and we loved the people like.  

· We had so many wonderful friends; many were like part of our family.

· Although we did miss our families back home so much, we just couldn’t understand why He was calling us home.  It seemed so premature.  

· I continued to ask God what it was that He had for me back in the states, but no answer came.

· Some time after we were back in the States, I was praying the same prayer. 

· He gave me a verse from Isaiah 66:1, where God spoke to the people of Israel saying, “Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool. Where is the house you will build for me? Where will my resting place be?

It hit me like a ton of bricks.  “That’s it… God’s calling us to build a house for Him… a place where His Spirit can dwell and rest.”  

· I asked Him what that house was supposed to look like… and I found the answer almost immediately in His Word.

· In Acts 15, James describes the church as an expression of the restored tabernacle of David, which God promised to raise up when He said in Amos 9:11, “in that day I will raise up the Tabernacle of David, which has fallen down.”

· I went back and restudied the Tabernacle of David, asking myself, why would God want the church to resemble that makeshift tent pitched in the back of David’s home?

There were three things I could see that helped me understand why God loved that Tabernacle of David so much… so much so that He would want His church to look like just like it.

· The first thing is that God loved the authentic worship that permeated that place day and night.  The Bible says that encircling the Ark of the Covenant, were groups of worshippers who ministered to the Lord 24/7 for 36 years.

· Secondly, unlike the Tabernacle of Moses or the incredible Temple of Solomon, there was no veil in the Tabernacle of David to separate the Ark of the Covenant, over which God’s presence rested, from God’s people.

· You see God never liked that veil.  He only established it to protect those who would approach Him in an unholy manner.

· But God never wanted anything, especially a veil, to separate us from experiencing true intimacy with Him

· You can see in Creation that there were no veils.  In fact, until the fall, we see God in intimate relationship with Adam and Eve each and every day.

· He hated that veil… because it created a distance b/t Himself and His people.  That’s why He ripped it from top to bottom in the temple of Herod, once and for all, when Jesus died on the Cross of Calvary.

· So, God loved the authentic worship & He loved the fact that there was nothing that stood b/t Him and His people. 

And lastly, God loved the level of intimacy He shared with those who chose to rest in His presence there.

· We so often think about how much God wants us to spend time with Him that we forget just how much He wants to spend time with us!  

· One of my favorite Vineyard songs is the song, “I love your presence.”

· As strange as it may sound at time, those same words beat in the Father’s heart for us.

· So when I thought of what the Father loved about that “house”, the Tabernacle of David, I saw that He not only wanted a place where His people could express their love toward Him, but where He can express His heart toward them. 

But even this is just a part of our story as a church.  We’re part of something so much bigger.  And the next few weeks, as I’m sharing more about “Being the Church We Were Meant to Be,” I will be sharing more about where we, as a Vineyard church, have come from. 

· Because the more you understand just what that genetic code is that has defined us as a movement for the last 25 years… the more you’ll be able to understand the kind of church we were meant to be.

· And so, in December of 1999, God called us to plant a church… a church that expresses what it is that He loves… authentic worship, a passion for His presence, and a deep desire to see others enter into intimate relationship with Him.


What I would like to do over the next few weeks is to share with you some of the other building blocks that are so vital to us as a church… values and priorities that need to be in place if we hope to be and do what I believe God is calling us to be and do.

· Last week I shared about the resolve we need to have to share the love of Jesus with the world around us.

· This morning, with the time we have remaining, I’d like to share about the resolve we need to have to be a compassionate church.

With all my heart, I believe the Vineyard was built to be not only a worshipping church, but a compassionate church.  

· Some time ago I received an email from a woman from the Atlanta Vineyard. She had asked me if I would visit her brother in the hospital, which I agreed.  

· She wrote back to thank me and said this: “I am praying that the Lord infuses your church body with His passion for the poor. You know you are walking with Him when you are with the poor!”

· Wimber used to say that compassion is placed within us by the Spirit to reflect God’s heart of justice and mercy toward a broken world.

· Having His compassion and expressing His compassion to the world around us, particularly to the poor, is part of our DNA in the Vineyard.  

In Luke 4:18, Jesus reads from Isaiah, saying, “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."  

· The “Spirit of the Lord is on Me… anointing me so I can preach good news to the poor…”

· Preaching Good News to the poor, to the prisoners, to the sick, to the oppressed, was central to Jesus’ ministry on earth and it must always be central to our ministry as well.

· In Ephesians 2:10, Paul writes, “For we are God's masterpiece.  He has created us anew in Christ Jesus, so that we can do the good things he planned for us long ago.”
· Those “good things” we are called to do are the same things Jesus did… to minister to the poor, the sick, and the oppressed… and all of that comes out of hearts of compassion.

I believe that one of Jesus’ deepest desire for your life is simply to see you loving the people around you.

· In John 13:34, Jesus said to “Love one another… as I loved you, so you must love one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples.”

· Loving one another isn’t simply a good idea to be written about in poems or thought about…

· Loving people, caring for them, entering into that place of need in their lives, needs to be expressed through our lives… even to those who are different or those who are difficult.  Jesus as called us to that.

· One of the ways we grow in our Christian lives is by committing to the process of being a people together… putting ourselves in situations of having to work this out in practical ways each week.

· That is one of the reasons home groups are so valuable.  They provide a context for living out our Christian lives… a place where we can live out what Jesus has called us to… to love one another, to care, to listen, to pray, to serve one another.

· I know it isn’t always easy… we really are all so busy… and not just b/c we want to be.   Sometimes we feel as though we are just getting by ourselves let alone taking on the burdens of those we hardly know or those who don’t or can’t give anything back.

And yet, Jesus calls us to live this kind of sacrificial life.  In Romans 12:1, Paul writes, “I urge you, therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, which is your spiritual service of worship.”
· Our worship doesn’t just come from the songs that we sing or the words that we say, but from the things we choose to do with our hands.

· I shared some time ago the story of Abraham taking his son Isaac to the top of Mt. Moriah.  You remember what he took him there to do?  Read Genesis 22:2-5.

· Then God said, 

“Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about.  Early the next morning Abraham got up and saddled his donkey. He took with him two of his servants and his son Isaac. When he had cut enough wood for the burnt offering, he set out for the place God had told him about. On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance. He said to his servants, "Stay here with the donkey while I and the boy go over there where we will worship..." 

· Abraham understood what he was going to Mt. Moriah to do.  He went there to sacrifice… in obedience… in surrender.

· In a little while, Isaac would also learn what they went there to do.  He was going to lay down his life.

· The point is that when Abraham told his two helpers to wait behind, he let them know that he and Isaac would need to go alone… to a place where they would worship.

· Worship is so much more than singing songs… it is the laying down of our lives, the surrendering of our wills and hearts to the Father,

· the sacrificing of our time to give that homeless guy a hot cup of coffee on a cold winter day…

· its taking the time to listen to and enter into your neighbor’s loss

· its loving those people who are so hard to love.

In Matthew 25, Jesus spoke what is for me, at least, some of His most powerful words:

34"Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. 35 For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, 36 I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.' 

37 "Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39 When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?' 

40 "The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.' 

I’m not going to be able to unpack for you this morning all the theology behind this passage.  Though Jesus’ intention for sharing it is clear. “Whatever you do for one another… you are doing it for me.”

· Not long ago, the Bishop of Calcutta was asked about what it was that moved Mother Theresa to do all she did.

· He said, “It wasn’t the plight of humanity that drove Mother Theresa into the streets, it wasn’t to poor, the dying, the lost.  It was Jesus.  She was there because of Jesus.”

· Mother Theresa herself said numerous times that when she ministers to anyone, she is ministering to Jesus.

· She understood this passage so well… we need to understand it the same way…

That every time you take time from your schedule to listen and pray for someone, you’re ministering to Jesus.

· Every time your take time from your schedule to love your neighbors, you are loving and worshipping Jesus.

· You see, you’re not just ministering on behalf of Jesus or in the name of Jesus, but you are ministering to Jesus Himself…

· Because it ministers to His heart when His children care for one another as they have been cared for…

· When we listen to one another as we have been listened to

· As we serve one another sacrificially as we have been served

· As we forgive one another as we have been forgiven

· As we enter into the lives of even the most difficult people just as He has chosen to enter into our lives

· When we reach out to others through any expression of His love and compassion, we are, when it is all said and done, doing it to Him… our “spiritual act of worship” as Paul wrote.

It ministers to His heart when His children are being and doing what it is they are called to be and do.

· So much of our Christianity today is focused on so much less that.

· Sometimes we think of our Christian life as some self-help endeavor… intended simply to make our lives better.

· And by doing this, we are making Christianity into something that serves us rather than us serving the king of Kings and the lord of Lords.

· We are called to love one another… we are called as we read in Ephesians 2:10, to “good works”.  

· No, our “good works” will never save us.  

· The two verses before that proves that… “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God- not by works, so that no one can boast.”

· But our acts of compassion and love, demonstrate and validate that life we receive solely by His grace as we believe in Jesus.

For us to be the church I believe God intends for us to be, we need to be a church that ministers to the poor… the economically poor and the poor in spirit.

· There are poor people all around us each and every day who dress nicely and drive big cars… who can’t sleep through the night without drugs or alcohol.

· There are single moms in your neighborhoods who would do anything just to have someone watch their kids for an hour so they can have just a few minutes to relax for themselves.

· There are several homeless shelters in Morristown and programs to help feed them all.  They would love it if you would call and volunteer even one day a month.

As a church right now there is only so much we can do corporately to reach out to the poor.  But our dream is of being a church that ministers the love and compassion of Jesus all around us.

· To be a church that preaches the Good News (by word and action) to the poor, to the prisoners, to the sick, and to the oppressed.

· I don’t know how that will work itself out… whether we become the safe-house for the battered wife, the shelter for the homeless man, ministers to those recovering from divorce, healers for those caught in addiction, or helpers to the elderly and widows… 

· I don’t know exactly yet what He will call us to do.  But I know what He has called us to be.

· And that is a church that reflects his love and compassion in tangible ways to the world around us.

My principle job as the pastor of this church is to, as Paul writes in Ephesians 4, to equip you through your journey as you move from where you are now to that day when you’re standing with Jesus.

· That’s what this life is for us as believers… it’s a journey leads to him.  And I just don’t know any other way to walk through this journey than to walk in compassion and love as we serve and worship Jesus.

· My heart is to equip you, and the church, for a life of wonderful service… a life of victory in Christ.

· We’ve got a ways to go… we’re not yet the people we’re going to be.  But we’re not the people we used to be either!

God has called us to build His house… a church where we can express to Him the gratitude and love in our hearts… where He can have access to us, pouring out His love and power on us.

· He’s called us to be a church that hungers to bring those around us into that love and intimacy as we live in our calling to be a compassionate church.

