“State of the Communion” Message 2010

"There is No Other Hand" (Romans 16:25-17
What does anyone in this room have in common with a Jewish peasant scratching out a living as a milkman in an obscure Russian village in 1905? Seemingly nothing. But make him the central character in a musical called “Fiddler on the Roof” and you have an unlikely hero with whom we all identify.

His name is Tevye. He's a man trying to keep his balance as he leans back and forth between the way things are and the way he would like them to be. His life totters between the tradition he inherited and the changing world his children are inheriting.

The musical focuses on Tevye's relationship to his three oldest daughters, all of whom marry as the plot unfolds. Each presents an increasingly more difficult dilemma to their father. The oldest rejects an arranged marriage for the sake of love. 

The second refuses to ask for her father's permission to marry a revolutionary but seeks only his blessing. The third elopes with a young man outside the family's faith.

As Tevye contemplates how to respond to the first two, he debates himself. We hear him thinking out loud. "On the one hand," he says, recalling the tradition that would be set aside. 

"On the other hand," he mutters as he considers his precious daughter and the good reasons she has for her marriage preference. He eventually gives in to his daughters’ wishes.

He begins a similar internal dialogue when his third daughter finds him on a lonely road and pleads that he not reject her. He notes the seriousness of what she has done in defying their faith. 

He then utters, "On the other hand ..." but stops. In a gesture of passionate resolve he throws down the handles of his milk cart, turns to her, and exclaims, "No, there is no other hand."

He had been stretched to the limit. He could not reject core beliefs even for his own daughter. 

It is a profound moment which captures the human condition. Each person must identify those things in life for which there is no compromise, no other hand.

Church life involves a lot of debates. As a pastor I confront a lot of issues for which I can see two legitimate sides.

Should I move around more or stand still while preaching? Should I just bring a few notes into the pulpit or have a full manuscript? Should I preach more topical sermons or fewer? Should I preach longer or shorter sermons?

When it comes to missions should we focus on certain parts of the world or just support the missionaries that come up through our ranks? Should we devote money for short term trips or apply it only to long-term committed missionaries? And how much for each? Should the missions budget be separate from or part of the general budget?

How much reserve funds should the church have on hand? Do we need to be more cautious or riskier with money? Where is the line between faith and foolishness? Is a yearly budget simply a plan or is it a promise?

What work should be done by hired staff and what reserved for volunteers? Should we have communion monthly or weekly? Should there be special music every week in our services?

I could go on and ask about even more sensitive issues. I hear arguments on both sides. Often I am sympathetic with both. But there are issues facing a church for which there is no other hand. 
To help define what these are we have developed four purpose statements for our fellowship. We identify each with a word beginning with the letter "S."

To SEEK God in worship and His glory in all we do.

To SATURATE every believer in God’s Word.

To SEND disciples into our community and the world with the Gospel.

To SERVE one another and all whom God brings into our lives.

These are helpful. But at the end of the day they are only words which we have borrowed. By themselves they lack authority. On this Lord's Day after our annual meeting when we celebrate our church's birthday, it is critical to step back and identify from God's Word our purpose as a church. That is our authority. 

We find these four purposes throughout the Bible but I draw our attention to one paragraph that highlights all of them and reveals the one common conviction to all on which we can never compromise. 
Turn in your Bibles to Romans 16. Go to the last paragraph I ask you listen thoughtfully as I read vv. 25-27.

Romans 16: 25 Now to him who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel and the preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery that was kept secret for long ages 26 but has now been disclosed and through the prophetic writings has been made known to all nations, according to the command of the eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith— 27 to the only wise God be glory forevermore through Jesus Christ! Amen.

Note that God's Practical Objective is "to strengthen you" (v. 25). The "you" are the people of the church in Rome to which Paul writes. If you look back at verse 16 we read about a greeting from all the churches. We can assume that Paul would write in a similar way to any church—that God's practical objective is to strengthen any church. 
God's objective for this church is to make it stronger. We have strengths on which we can build. We have weaknesses which we must address. God must make us stronger. This morning my immediate interest is in how God strengthens his church. He tells us with three phrases that all begin with the phrase "according to." The three are related to each other. I suggest that they build on one another. The paragraph begins with an affirmation that God has the ability to strengthen his church. He does this:
1. “… according to my gospel and the preaching of Jesus Christ.”
There is no distinction between the two. The gospel and the preaching of Jesus Christ are not two different things. The gospel is content. Preaching is method. But both center on who Jesus is and what he did. That's the gospel which is the good news we proclaim or preach. God also strengthens us:
2. “… according to the revelation of the mystery that was kept secret for long ages  but has now been disclosed and through the prophetic writings has been made known to all nations,”
The gospel appears in all the Scriptures (Paul here calls them the prophetic writings). The Scriptures are a progressive self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ. 
The ancient promise that God would send a Deliverer a Messiah was a mystery to Israel. Now that Christ has come he has disclosed exactly who the Messiah is. And He has openly revealed that God's plan has been for all the nations not simply one nation. This strengthens us in at least two ways. 
First, it tells us that the gospel that strengthens us will strengthen anyone or any church anywhere in the world. It gives us confidence to send out missionaries with the gospel.

Second, it strengthens us because we see that the gospel is for all nations. It is for people of all backgrounds. We are not called to be a church where everyone is ethnically identical. Godly diversity is a strength. We are a new people made up of all who trust in Jesus.

3.  “… according to the command of the eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith.”
All that we have said about the gospel going to all peoples as God unveils his eternal plan is all according to God's command. His goal is to bring about the obedience of faith. 
This is what it means to be strengthened – to demonstrate true faith through obedience. Faith without works is dead (James 2:17). But true faith produces obedience. Obedience is the fruit of faith.

The church grows more and more obedient through faith because God is sovereign and is working out what He has commanded in his eternal purposes. 
The whole sweep of history from the revelation of the mystery, to the disclosure of it in Jesus Christ, to the extension of the gospel across the whole earth, to the maturity of his people by progressing in obedience is God’s program all under His control. 

Wow! What else can you say at that point except to cry out with the words of V.27, “to the only wise God be glory forevermore through Jesus Christ.” So you see why we begin with seeking God.

To SEEK God in worship and His glory in all we do.

This is where Paul began the paragraph. Jump back to v. 25. “Now to him ...” and then he goes off on a description of God. He does not return to his main thought until v.27. “Now to him ... to the only wise God be glory.” Everything in between tells us why we worship Him as the only wise God. And all that in between stuff is the gospel. The gospel strengthens our worship. Notice that the gospel is not just for unbelievers but for believers, for worshipers. 
And notice that the gospel is something to be preached. Preaching is essential to the strengthening of believers in the gospel. We can discuss the pros and cons of various styles and approaches to preaching but when it comes to the centrality of preaching in Christian worship, I say, There is no other hand. We seek God in worship and his glory in all we do by making the preaching of the gospel a central feature in our corporate worship. As we've noted, Paul says that this gospel has been unveiled in the prophetic writings, the Scriptures. We see and understand and delight in the gospel through the Bible. This is our second purpose:

To SATURATE every believer in God’s Word.

And what is it in God's word that we want to saturate a believer's life? It's the gospel. The Bible is gospel from beginning to end. The OT prepares us for Christ. The NT presents Christ to us. The Old is foundation for the New. The New is fulfillment of the Old. And Christ is the common theme through the whole of God's written word. Paul went on to say that the preaching of this gospel is for all nations. This is why our third purpose is:

To SEND disciples into our community and the world with the Gospel.

As we have mentioned, the gospel applies everywhere in the world, in Aggieville and Afghanistan. What strengthens us will strengthen churches everywhere. 
So we purpose to see the gospel transform lives and form churches in every people group in the world. It’s great that our problem is we can't decide exactly where to focus our efforts in missions. But when it comes to the conviction that the gospel is the only hope of the world we say, there is no other hand. And as that gospel does its work we see the obedience that comes from faith in all the various cultures as the gospel penetrates. Worshipers do not merely speak they act. They worship through lives of service. So our fourth purpose is:

To SERVE one another and all whom God brings into our lives. The obedience of faith is service.

If I do nothing else this morning, I want to show that God causes this church to grow stronger as we work out our purposes with a central focus on the gospel. So as I come to conclude I focus on two items for application.

First, do you know what the gospel is? If you had two minutes could you give a full summary of the gospel? I'd like to play a clip that is less than two minutes to give you an idea of what I have in mind.

This is Pastor Mark Dever of Capital Hill Baptist Church answering the simple question, "What is the Gospel?"

Show video. (http://thegospelcoalition.org/resources/video/What-Is-The-Gospel1)
My sense of the state of the communion at Grace is that there are many in this fellowship who could not give such a summary and do not have this kind of a rich understanding of the gospel. It may be because some have never trusted in Christ in the way just described. If that's the case for you then come to Christ now.

It may be that others belong to Christ but have never made the effort to really understand the gospel. I hope that over the coming new church year all will do that.

Second, by way of application, I hope that all of us will re-think how we can make the gospel central to everything we do as a church. This doxology at the close of Romans is an exclamation point to this conviction that any church is all about the gospel. I'm prepared to let something go from our church life if we do not see the gospel as central to the activity. In every class, or committee, or ministry, or interaction we can relate what we are doing to the gospel.

I see this so vividly in the ministry of the peacemaking team which has begun this Spring. The gospel motivates, informs, guides, and protects all that we do as a team. It’s true not just for this one ministry but for every facet of our church life. When it comes to the gospel, there is no other hand.

If the church were a football team we could view the gospel as the national anthem. We could reserve time for it at the beginning of every game. We could ensure that we honor it by getting the best musicians to play and sing it. We could insist that all fans stand as it is being played. We could all learn the words and take pride in singing them. But when it gets down to what we're all about, the national anthem is simply a ceremony before the real game begins. 
I suggest that God's intention is that the gospel would not be like the national anthem but like the football itself. Everything we do from planning to execution revolves around that ball. When we have it we're do everything to advance it. When we lose it we do everything to get it back. It is the central to every play we conceive, every move we make, every plan we execute, every purpose we pursue. May God strengthen Grace Baptist to be that kind of church.
