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Introduction and Acknowledgments:

After taking about 3 months to teach through Romans Chapter 12 at Destiny Christian Fellowship, I decided it might be worthwhile to take a few extra hours to lightly edit the messages and convert them into a rough manuscript. 

I am grateful to Julie Sumwalt and Stephanie Speed for reading through the unedited sermons and correcting my most glaring grammatical errors and insisting on at least a few commas! In case you didn’t pick up on the subtle “lightly edit” and “rough manuscript”, let me explain that my instructions to Julie and Stephanie were to keep the preachy feel and only edit where absolutely necessary. The end product I hope will translate similarly to a “live” music CD, where only the most painful of squeals and missed notes are subsequently re-recorded in the studio. If I understand correctly most bands do this to try to maintain the live, raw and passionate side of what they are doing and accept the loss of a little quality in the process. Hopefully, I have succeeded in doing the same; however, if you are a grammar expert I apologize ahead of time!

The main text of Romans has been indented and italicized to make it easier for you to locate a specific passage. I have drawn heavily on two commentaries and to a lesser extent a number of other books quoted throughout the series. I recommend both of these books to you for further reading:

· Truly the Community written by Marva Dawn

· Romans (IVP) written by John Stott

I hope these messages are a blessing to you.

Pete Scheller 

August, 2008
Worship
Do you ever wonder what the church is supposed to be like?

· How it should function?

· What it should do?

· What sort of structure it should have?

· And where you are supposed to fit into it?

I mean, it’s pretty confusing, isn’t it?

There are all these different types of churches out there with views about what is most important, different styles and ways of doing things. According to the headings in the Yellow Pages there are over 75 types of church in the Madison area. Are they all right, all wrong – what’s the deal?

There are mega churches, traditional churches, independent churches, seeker sensitive churches, cell based churches and emerging churches. There are books about redefining the church, reinventing the church, re-envisioning the church.

I’m sure we could learn from most, if not all, of these.

One of my dreams would be to have a pastor or leader from a dozen different types of church come and tell us about themselves, how they started, what they believe, what they add to the body of Christ as a whole.

And in the meantime, I have this ongoing discussion in my head: What type of church are we supposed to be?
In fact, I was deliberately a little misleading at the beginning. You see, I talked about the church as an “it”, when really the church is an “us”, you and me. For years I’ve heard people trot out the line that “the church is not the building it’s the people” but we never seem to move much beyond that point and ask what that actually means. 

I think the question isn’t primarily how should we DO church but how should we BE the church. If we ask the question, “How should we do church?” We immediately begin to think about Sunday services and small groups. But if we ask instead, “How should we be the church?” We immediately realize that we are talking about much more than what we do at a couple of meetings each week.
In the confusion about church and the disappointment with church, many Christians have just given up trying to be a part of a church at all and settled for occasionally hanging out with Christian friends, reading a Christian book or watching Christian TV.

I understand that.

In fact, toss in some hypocrisy, a church split or two and a few personal hurts and it’s a wonder anyone tries to be a part of a church. I’d give up myself except for one thing. The church is God’s idea!

Maybe we don’t get it right but surely giving up on something God Himself set in motion can’t be the right thing to do? And isn’t there more to it than just singing a few songs and learning something new from the Bible?

One of the books I’ve been reading to prepare for this series is called Truly the Community by Marva Dawn. This is what she says in the introduction (p xi):

One of the most powerful reasons for our lack of gladness is that ours is a culture of solo efforts. We live our Christian faith independently – not inextricably linked with other members of the Body of believers. 

Think about one of the best times in your life.

Wasn’t it a time when you were relationally connected to a group of people? Wasn’t it a time when you were involved with something bigger than yourself?

But our culture has drifted away from those things; we have drifted away from those things… Technology has replaced intimacy and community.

Not so long ago if you wanted music you gathered around a piano at someone’s home, if you wanted entertainment you went to a show, if you wanted to hear the Scriptures you went to a public meeting and the list goes on. Today we listen to our CDs or Ipods, we watch our TVs and we read our Bibles all without ever interacting with a living person in any way whatsoever.

I’m not against technology. After our almost Catholic Easter, I’m not proposing an Amish Spring!

Technology is a great thing – I’m so glad I can stay in touch with family and friends thousands of miles away by phone and by email. Not least because I am a terrible writer! But technology is a poor substitute for community and intimacy. No wonder we still feel dissatisfied even after listening to our favorite song, watching our favorite show or even reading a chapter or two from the Bible.

A little further into the introduction Marva asks an intriguing question (p xi):

What would it be like if the Christian Church were truly a community that thoroughly enjoyed being itself?

What a question! Today most of us are people with a poor self-image; we often don’t like being ourselves and wish we were more like someone else. But what if as a community - a community of worship, service and relationship - we discovered not just the joy of being ourselves individually, but of being ourselves as a community.

As a church, I think we have had quite a few things going for us:

· Our worship has been outstanding

· Our teaching has been solid and healthy
· Our kids have been taught and cared for

· And we have rallied around each other in times of need

We started as individuals but have more and more grown into a community of love. But we have always battled our self-image. Only since our retreat, last Thanksgiving, has the burden of being something we are not begun to lift. But we still have a way to go before we could be described as “a community that thoroughly enjoyed being itself.” But I believe we are getting there.

And I believe as we look at how to be the church we may well discover that our poor self-image does not reflect the reality of what God has done and is doing and is making us…

Never mind the style, never mind the label over the door, what is it we are supposed to be and do? To answer that question I would like us to take several weeks to take a closer look at Romans 12. There are many places in the Bible we could look into to learn how to be the church but Romans 12 seems like one of the best.

Romans 12 is where Paul makes a shift in his letter from exposition to exhortation, from doctrine to duty, from belief to behavior. 
When I read this chapter, three things seem to be emphasized: worship, service and relationship. Let’s begin with worship.

Rom 12:1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God-- this is your spiritual act of worship.

Therefore, I urge you my brothers, in view of God’s mercy. These words do not appear out of nowhere. Paul is not urging us to live this kind of life for no reason. So what is the reason to live differently? What is the “therefore” there for?

The “therefore” is there to remind of us of chapters 1-11, which are about God’s mercy. It is God’s mercy that is the reason to live the way Paul is about to describe in chapter 12..
As Marva points out (p8):

God does not merely sit around and think merciful thoughts toward us. Rather, his compassions can be experienced – and the experience of them fills us with Hilarity (in other words cheerful gladness).

It’s dwelling on and experiencing God’s mercies that fuel this kind of living, this kind of worship. Sam Storms says, 
“Any attempt at religious obedience that does not flow from a heart moved by divine mercy is legalism.”
Throughout the first 11 chapters of Romans he has pointed out aspect after aspect of God’s mercy toward us. I encourage you to take the time to read those chapters over the next few weeks but let me hit a few highlights:

Rom 8:15-16 For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, "Abba, Father." 16 The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children.

We have been adopted.

Have you ever stopped to think about that? God chose you and me. He has adopted us into His family. And He has given us His Spirit so that we might live in grace, not fear, because we know we are loved.

Rom 8:28-30 And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. 

Ultimately, God is in control of our lives. Somehow He turns every bad thing around and uses it for our good.

29 For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. 30 And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.

God has seen us. God has made plans for us. God has a destiny for us. God has called us and spoken to us. God has justified us; that is, declared us not guilty. And God has glorified us – He has changed us and clothed us with splendor and dignity.

Therefore, in view of all these things I urge you, brothers, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God-- this is your spiritual act of worship. Notice that Paul is talking to believers – it almost goes without saying that a secular person cannot and will not live this kind of life. The reasoning, the logic behind it will not make any sense.

So God is calling believers to live a life based on His mercy. Many things get in the way of this kind of life, many things block our vision of God’s mercies: Pride, self-centeredness, greed and worry to mention only a few.

That’s part of why we need each other so much. When we get together to worship and study we develop the habit of contemplating the mercies of God. When we get together we get passed “me and I” to “we and us”

Anyway, what does a life lived in response to God’s mercy look like? Well, the first thing it looks like is a life of worship, a life where we offer our bodies to Him. We’ll get into this in more detail as we get into this chapter but remember that the chapter itself refers to 2 types of bodies:

· Our individual bodies 

· And our bodies as communities of faith
You see, these verses are not just about how we are to live as individuals – our personal ethics, but how we are to live as a community – our shared life of faith.

Anyway, let’s think about it individually first.

Here’s how you worship God: Step one – offer Him your body. Hmmm, that doesn’t sound very spiritual does it? Sometimes, I think we try to be more spiritual than the Bible tells us to be! 

We normally speak today of people giving their hearts to God but Paul challenges us to give our bodies. He’s challenging us to a very practical, day to day kind of worship. A lifestyle of worship, not just a lifestyle which includes worship.
As Mike Breen comments in The Passionate Church (p90): 
“We have somehow boiled down the Upward dimension of relationship to only talking and listening to God. If our relationships with others, especially those most significant in our lives, were defined only by talking with them, those relationships would be rather limited.”  
God wants our mouths and our ears but He wants the rest of us too. 
Many people today are organ donors. If they die someone will get their kidneys, heart, liver or eyes. As Christians, in our relationship with God our donor card should say, “All of it, every single part of me…”

God wants feet that walk in His ways and turn aside from evil. He wants hands that reach out to the needy. He wants eyes that look to Him with humility and to others with compassion, not judgment.

Worship is not just about praying and singing. Worship is also about going and doing and obeying.

Rom 6:12-14 Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. 13 Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness. 14 For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace.

We cannot separate what we do with our bodies from our relationship with God because our bodies are what we use to sin with or what we use to worship with. Our bodies are instruments. The question is: What song will they play: I surrender all or I did it my way?

If we fail to see this connection then we will think that we have satisfied God by showing up at church and singing a few songs and praying a few prayers during the rest of the week. But God isn’t asking us to pay a few dues, He is asking us to give over all that we are and all that we do.

I’ll never forget hearing a Rabbi say to James Dobson that the appeal of idolatry is that you can feel spiritual without embracing any kind of boundaries to your lifestyle, ethics or morality. But God says, “That’s not good enough! The way you live is the way you worship.”

The way we live is a profoundly spiritual thing whether we like it or not. It is also the only reasonable or logical response to what God has done for us. That’s why we “offer” our bodies to Him. This is a voluntary act, one we do because we are overcome by His mercies towards us. As one scholar said: “In the New Testament, religion is grace, ethics is gratitude.” Or as one of my children once told me when he was about 10: “Worship is giving holiness to God.” 

And doing these things in an ongoing way is holy and pleasing to God.

Have you ever lived with or worked for someone who was basically displeased with you? Their default setting was “you’re not good enough”. When we live in those places for the long haul they become very damaging to us. But God assures us here that our worship is pleasing to Him!

Again Marva is insightful (p 25):
Having begun with his love and keeping our eyes wide open to the implications of his mercy, we know with great Hilarity that we are pleasing to God. Nothing depends on an ability to be pleasing – very much the opposite, in fact. We are set free to do pleasing things because we already know we are pleasing. How much more effective God’s love is as our motivation. When we know we are already acceptable, we don’t have to waste a lot of time and effort trying to prove ourselves.

I remember a sign on the side of the highway that said, “What would you do for Me, if you knew you could not fail?” - signed, God. What if we really believed that our worship was acceptable, even pleasing to God? What if we really believed that our gifts matter, our service matters to God and that if we give them to Him they would be good enough? What if we really believed that our bodies matter to God?

Would we look after them better? Would we suddenly realize that the rest of the week matters to God?
Friends, take some time to remember the mercies of God towards you and to respond in worship by offering your body to Him. As you do so God will fill you with joy. And as we offer our church body to God and His service He will join us together in love and unity.

Conformed or Transformed?

· What influences in your life cause you to change?

· Do they cause change for the better or the worse?

· If you want to change for the better is there anything you can do?

Rom 12:1-2 Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God-- this is your spiritual act of worship. 

The first aspect of being the church, not just doing church, is worship. That’s not surprising really – most of us would have anticipated that. We probably would have anticipated the reasoning, too. We worship in response to all that God has done, is doing and will do for us. You see, worship is never something we initiate – it is our response to God and His work.

This is all pretty obvious stuff - but what isn’t so obvious is the type of worship God desires, the type of offering He is looking for… He asks that we offer Him our bodies. We donate not just one or two organs, but our entire bodies to Him. That means that our life is not broken into small chunks, it means what we do on Tuesday is just as important as what we do on Sunday. The way we live is the way we worship.

Offering Him all of who we are, both as individuals and as a church body is pleasing to God. He is happy with our offering when we offer our all.

That knowledge is vital.

If we don’t think that He will be happy, if we don’t think that we will be acceptable to Him if we offer ourselves to His service, we will hold back. We do that all the time in relationships, don’t we? We give a certain measure of ourselves but hold back the rest as a self defense mechanism. That way when someone rejects you, you can hide behind the fact that they didn’t really know you – not completely.

God is reassuring us here that if we offer Him all of who we are, it will be pleasing and acceptable to Him. Two passages of Scripture highlight how that knowledge or the lack of it normally affects us.
If we don’t know it…

Matt 25:24-25 Then the man who had received the one talent came. 'Master,' he said, 'I knew that you are a hard man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not scattered seed. 25 So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground. See, here is what belongs to you.'

Instead of offering who we are and what we have to God and His service, we hide it. And I think it is deliberate that Jesus uses the person with only one talent as the one who is afraid to use it. Many of us feel like we don’t have much to offer to God. We see ourselves as one talent Christians. That seems to heighten our insecurities. But it doesn’t seem to matter what we have to offer as long as we actually offer it!

If we do know it…

Mark 12:41-44 Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their money into the temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts. 42 But a poor widow came and put in two very small copper coins, worth only a fraction of a penny. 43 Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, "I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. 44 They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything-- all she had to live on."

Prayer:

Lord, change us from people who hide what we have or hoard what we have to those who give it all in Your service, knowing that this will be pleasing and acceptable to You.

The chapter continues:

H

2 Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is-- his good, pleasing and perfect will.

There are 2 opposing forces for change acting on each one of our lives: One aims to conform us into its image, the other to transform us into God’s image. One brings pressure from the outside; the other brings change from the inside.

Marva Dawn illustrates (p29-30):
Once a little boy was trying to open a flower bud. Under his persistent efforts the blossom fell apart in his hands. In exasperation he looked up at his mother and asked, “Why does the bud fall apart when I try to open it, but when God opens it the flower is beautiful?”

Shocked by his profundity, his mother was speechless. 

Soon, however, the child exclaimed eagerly, “Oh, I know! When God opens the flower, he opens it up from the inside.”

That story is a charming illustration of the difference between being conformed and being transformed. The former forces someone’s personhood or a group’s identity from the outside. The latter opens up the individual or community from the inside. The difference in results is dramatic.

When God opens persons from the inside, they can truly be themselves, the uniquely gifted individuals they were created to be. Unfortunately, however, all sorts of influences obstruct God’s opening processes. Oftentimes our society, our families, even our churches force us to conform.
It’s interesting how much false advertising the world does. How often it uses the sales tactic of bait and switch, offering us one thing but delivering something completely different.

In this special offer, the world offers us freedom and the chance to find ourselves – it offers us our individuality. But what do we actually get? The exact opposite. It offers us freedom – you can do anything you want. But if we do anything we want we end up in bondage – prisoners to sin and death.

It offers us a chance to find ourselves: “Try it, you might like it, find out who you really are!” But instead of finding out who we are, we just become more confused and dissatisfied about our identity. It offers us our individuality but delivers same old, same old. Seriously, have you ever seen people who look more alike than those who are trying to be different?

Ali and I often laughed during our discussions with teens when I was a youth pastor. We would say, “Many of the problems in American High Schools could be resolved by making kids wear school uniforms.” Always, they would respond, “But that would destroy our individuality.” And we would ask, “What individuality?”

Seriously, basically every public high school in this country has perhaps 5 groups of kids and everyone in the school knows who belongs in each group. In fact, I’m quite sure you could take the average high school student to another school halfway across the country and they would be able to identify those same groups in a heartbeat! There is no individuality in this – they are already wearing a uniform that identifies which group they belong to. 

Listen, how can we allow the world to define who we are? It doesn’t know how we came to be. It doesn’t know our purpose, our design or our destiny.

We become who we are by living in harmony with who we were made to be.

Conformity shows up in clothing and in musical tastes but God is concerned with something much more important than clothing here. This passage is speaking about our minds. It is speaking about our thinking, our values, our ethics, our choices…

Sam Storms says, 
“The key to holy living is in the mind.” 
We all know this don’t we? We may not live out what we say we believe but we will live out what we truly believe. I don’t mean that every single little choice that we make reflects our beliefs but certainly our overall lifestyles and habits do.

Let’s consider 2 alternative beliefs and think about how they impact people’s actions and opinions. Dinesh D’Souza in his book What’s so Great About Christianity? (p15-16): 
The Reverend Randy Alcorn, founder of Eternal Perspective Ministries in Oregon, sometimes presents his audience with two creation stories and asks them whether it matters which one is true. In the secular account, “you are the descendant of a tiny cell of primordial protoplasm washed up on an empty beach three and a half billion years ago. You are the blind and arbitrary product of time, chance, and natural forces. You are a mere grab-bag of atomic particles, a conglomeration of genetic substance. You exist on a tiny planet in a minute solar system in an empty corner of a meaningless universe. You are a purely biological entity, different only in degree but not in kind from a microbe, virus, or amoeba. You have no essence beyond your body, and at death you will cease to exist entirely. In short, you came from nothing and are going nowhere. 

In the Christian view, by contrast, “you are the special creation of a good and all-powerful God. You are created in His image, with capacities to think, feel, and worship that set you above all other life forms. You differ from animals not simply in degree but in kind. Not only is your kind unique, but you are unique among your kind. Your Creator loves you so much and so intensely desires your companionship and affection that He has a perfect plan for your life. In addition, God gave the life of His only son that you might spend eternity with Him. If you are willing to accept the gift of salvation, you can become a child of God.” 
Will people who believe the secular account live the same way as those who believe the Christian account? Of course not! It is NOT possible.

In the secular account the only reason someone or something can have value is utilitarian – in other words you are only valuable so long as you are useful. When someone is no longer useful, they should be disposed of, - a.k.a. abortion, euthanasia, etc.
In the Christian view you cannot justify those actions because people made in the image of God have purpose and value beyond just what they do. No wonder people of faith almost always have more children than people who are atheists! We just have more reason for hope.

No wonder so many hospitals and hospices and soup kitchens were founded or sponsored by churches. We believe that life matters, that people should be treated with dignity.

Mother Teresa used to go out onto the streets of Calcutta and bring back a person she knew only had a few hours to live, so she could care for them and give them dignity in their death. 

You would be hard pressed to find those kinds of extravagant acts of service done with great love and hope outside of the community of faith. I’m not saying there aren’t any but they are seriously outnumbered.

A few years ago I read about someone who came to faith because as they traveled the world they concluded that while Christians and humanitarians talked about some of the same issues – it seemed like the churches acted on it much more often!

Friends, we can’t use the guy next door as our standard. We can’t say, “Everyone else is doing this so it must be OK!” We are not called to be like chameleons which take their color from their surroundings. We cannot conform. We cannot conform to the pattern of this world, this age.

We are called to live in this world according to the principles of the world to come. We are called to live in this age according to the principles of the age to come. That’s how we demonstrate that we believe in the world to come and the age to come.

We are called to be a counter culture not a subculture. We are to live in ways that are completely different from our culture, not ways that slightly different. Instead of being conformed, we are to be transformed. Changed. Changed from the inside out.

This change starts with our minds, our thoughts. Our minds need to be renewed, renovated. Our minds are constantly bombarded today; we are surrounded by layer upon layer of images and advertising. So we probably need this renewing of our minds more than ever.

It’s a renewing that goes on through the work of the Spirit and through the Word of God. God’s Spirit dwells in us and works to change our way of thinking. And God’s Word, the Bible, calls us into the lifestyle of the age to come. It challenges us to live to a higher standard.

There is a process that takes place: If our thinking changes, our actions will change; if our actions change then our habits will change, if our habits change then our lifestyle will change. If we allow this to happen by presenting our bodies and our minds to God then we will know and recognize God’s will and see it as good.

John Stott says, 
“These two value systems (this world and God’s will) are incompatible, even in direct collision with one another. Whether we are thinking about the purpose of life or the meaning of life, about how to measure greatness or how to respond to evil, about ambition, sex, honesty, money, community, religion or anything else, the two sets of standards diverge so completely that there is no possibility of compromise.”

The JB Philips paraphrase of this passage sums things up very nicely. It says:

“With eyes wide open to the mercies of God, I beg you, my brothers, as an act of intelligent worship, to give him your bodies, as a living sacrifice, consecrated to him and acceptable by him. Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its mold, but let God remold your minds from within, so that you may prove in practice that the plan of God for you is good, meets all his demands and moves toward the goal of true maturity.”

Friends, someone or something will mold your life. Who or what will it be? Will it be God or will it be this world? 

Do you realize again the importance of Christian community in all this? Where else will you hear the Word of God? Who else will challenge you and encourage you to live out God’s will? 
We need each other and I strongly believe that as our culture becomes progressively anti-God we will need to live in ways which strengthen community and enable us to live out God’s will and become who He wants us to be.

Making an Accurate Assessment of Yourself

· How do you feel about yourself?

· Do you tend towards pride, thinking you are better than others or towards inferiority, thinking you are much worse?

· Do you ever wonder if there is a way to find a healthy balance instead of one of these extremes?

· And do you ask yourself, “Where do I belong within the church? What is my role, my place? Where do I fit?”

These are important questions when it comes to our overall goal in studying Romans 12 – Learning how to be the church, learning how to become a community that thoroughly enjoys being itself.

I’d like to respond to those questions by taking a closer look at Romans 12:3-5.

3 For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: 

It’s easy to breeze right past this phrase, but Paul is making it clear that he is about to say something his readers really need to hear. Something that ALL his readers need to hear so he says he is speaking this by the grace given to him – that is, the grace of being an apostle – one sent by God Himself. So here he is saying, “Hey everyone, listen up!” It’s about as close as Paul gets to saying, “Thus saith the Lord…” 

Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, 

Don’t be too proud – make a healthy and accurate assessment of yourself. Thanks, Paul – that sounds great but how do I actually do that? 
Well, presumably Paul is saying this because the church in Rome is filled with people who struggle with:

· Pride

· Jealousy

· Inferiority 

· And some sort of false ranking system elevating some people above others in an unhealthy way.

Anyone here ever struggled with pride, jealousy or inferiority? Anyone here ever elevated another Christian to an unhealthy place in your life? Didn’t think so – because I never have either! Seriously, how do we get ourselves out of this mess?

Well, we use our newly renewed minds to think soberly about ourselves. That doesn’t mean we beat ourselves up. It means that we embrace the truth about ourselves; it means that we accept the reality of who we are…and who we are NOT.

Remember, Jesus said in John 8:31-32 "If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. 32 Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free."

Truth here means that which is objectively true – in other words, REALITY! 

The world’s message is UNreality, “You can be anything you want to be!” Oh come on! That might be a good thing to believe when you are 10 or 15 and you are experimenting, trying to discover who you are and what you actually are good at but how many of you still believe that at 30, 40, 50, 60?

Seriously, if you could be anything you want to be – how many of you would be who you are? Forget that – I’d like to be some combination of athlete, supermodel and genius that when rolled into one, makes James Bond look like a redneck.

But listen – here is the reality: I do not have a career ahead of me as a musician, a soccer superstar or a whole host of other things that I might wish that I could be. I can’t choose to be Black, Asian or Hispanic; a foot taller or shorter; female instead of male; a few years younger or any one of 20,001 other things I might like to be.

A sober assessment of myself tells me: 

· That I am who I am

· That there are 3 or 4 things I do really well – better than most

· There are a slightly larger number of things I do OK – I can hold my own

· And then there are a huge number of things I am rubbish at – and even with a lot of work I will struggle to be average.

That’s part one – making a sober assessment – embracing reality not fantasy. Fantasy is an illusion and having illusions sets you up to become DISillusioned.  The second thing Paul says that we should do this kind of thinking:

in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you. 

There are 2 main ways Bible teachers interpret “the measure of faith”:

· The measure of faith is the amount of faith that God has given you to fulfill your ministry or calling, which would vary from person to person.

· Or the measure of faith is the faith that God gives every Christian, in other words “saving faith”, which we all share in common.

Either way it should cause us to be humble. Humble either because faith is God’s gift or humble because we are all saved by grace. But why does faith matter, in this context? If I think soberly about myself, I am already embracing reality so what do I need faith for? It matters because I need faith to believe that who I am is good enough. That God made me who I am, that God can use me as I am, and that God enjoys me as I am. That He didn’t mess up when He made me this way and that He has given me, and will continue to give me everything I need in order to do what He has called me to do.

I need faith to say with David the words of Ps 139:14 “I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well.” Because that is a faith statement if ever I heard one! Oh to delight in who I am. To be set free from trying to be something or someone else.

As we embrace reality with faith we can begin to see ourselves in the light of community, the light of the body of Christ.

4 Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, 5 so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.

By using the human body as a metaphor Paul illustrates at least 3 things:

· Plurality – We are many parts

· Unity – But we are all one – we are joined together

· Variety – And we are different from each other

Paul elaborates a lot more on this in 1 Cor 12:

1 Cor 12:14-27 Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. 15 If the foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. 16 And if the ear should say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. 17 If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? 18 But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. 19 If they were all one part, where would the body be? 20 As it is, there are many parts, but one body. 21 The eye cannot say to the hand, "I don't need you!" And the head cannot say to the feet, "I don't need you!" 22 On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, 23 and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor. And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, 24 while our presentable parts need no special treatment. But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts that lacked it, 25 so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. 26 If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it. 27 Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. 

Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. Each one of you has a unique role to play within the body. When any one of us is missing we lose something, don’t we? 

Think about it: How many of your body parts have to hurt before you hurt? How many of your body parts could you do without altogether? I think you get the point.

I can’t do it all by myself, you can’t do it all by yourself - We need each other! You need me and I need you. I don’t need to compete with you or compare myself with you – I need what you have to bring into my life. I can accept my limitations because you can help me where I am weak and I can help you where I am strong.

And Paul goes even further than that – He says, “we belong to each other”. If I don’t come to church I am not the only one who loses out – you do, too. If you don’t come to church you are not the only one who loses out – I do, too.

Don’t get me wrong - I’m not saying you should never miss another church service. I was away myself a couple of weeks ago doing some unintentional deer hunting. We have families to visit, vacations to take and now and then we have to work on a Sunday – I understand that. My point is just that we all benefit from each other so much that we should come whenever we can to build each other up and be built up ourselves.

Before we close with a prayer and a final song, go and grab someone and let them know that they are a blessing to you and that your life would be poorer if they weren’t part of it.

Let’s pray:

Thank You God that I am fearfully and wonderfully made, 

Thank You God that everyone here is fearfully and wonderfully made,

Thank You God that Destiny is fearfully and wonderfully made.

Thank You for making each one of us unique, but also for joining us together as a body.

May we come to truly enjoy being who we are, to thoroughly enjoy being ourselves as individuals and as a church body.

We love you Lord; this knowledge is too wonderful for us.

Amen.

An Introduction to Spiritual Gifts

Do you have questions about spiritual gifts?

· What they are?

· What purpose do they have?

· When and how do you receive them?

· How you can discover what gifts you have?

· And if you know what they are – how can you grow in them?

I’d like to begin to answer some of those questions today as we continue looking at Romans 12. Remember our overall goal in looking at this chapter of the Bible is for us to learn “How to Be the Church.”

6 We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. 7 If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; 8 if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.

So far Romans 12 has been all about giving ourselves away.

· In v1-2 we give ourselves to God (seems like a logical place to start)

· In v3 we assess who we are and what we have to give 

· In v4-5 we give ourselves to the people of God

· And in v6-8 we give ourselves to the ministries God has given us.

So being the church is all about giving ourselves to God, His people and His purposes. We’ve already seen that God did not make us all the same. We are parts of the same body – joined together yet different.

Now, it stands to reason that if we are different we will have different abilities and different functions. A hand has different abilities and functions from an eye, an ear or a foot. It also stands to reason that if God has given us a role to play that with it He has given us the abilities to do it well. That is where spiritual gifts come in.

So what is a spiritual gift? It is not a natural ability or an acquired skill. A natural ability is something you are born with. An acquired skill is something you develop over time. Neither of these are limited to Christians. 
A spiritual gift is something you are given after coming to Christ. And every Christian has at least one and most likely several. v6 says “we have different gifts.” It doesn’t say some of us have gifts or leaders only have gifts – it says “we have gifts.” If you are part of the body, you have a gift.

1 Cor 12:7 Now to each one (in the body) the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.  

The word for spiritual gift is “charismata,” coming from the word “charis,” meaning grace. Spiritual gifts are grace gifts in at least 3 different ways:

· They are given to us out of grace and cannot be earned.

· They are to be used by us with grace, not arrogance or human effort.

· They bring God’s grace to others when they are received.

What purpose do grace gifts have?

1 Cor 12:7 Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.

They are for everyone’s benefit. What kind of benefits do they bring?

Eph 4:11-13 It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, 12 to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 13 until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.

They are given so that we might grow in unity, intimacy and maturity.

· Unity – unity in the faith

· Intimacy – the knowledge of the Son of God 

· Maturity – becoming mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.

Drawing people to a knowledge of the Son would also include drawing them to Jesus for the very first time. And it is both the person using the gift and the person receiving the gift who grows in the process:

· Using our gifts helps us to become more connected with other Christians.

· Using our gifts is usually a source of great joy and deepens our relationship with God.

· Using our gifts often challenges us to pursue maturity as we know our gifts cannot be used to the fullest extent without it.

Ultimately all of this should cause glory to be given to God.

1 Pet 4:10-11 Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God's grace in its various forms. 11 If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the power for ever and ever.

In this passage Peter divides the gifts into 2 categories: speaking and serving. I wonder sometimes if we have overcomplicated spiritual gifts. And I am pretty sure we have limited them too. I even suspect that there are spiritual gifts not mentioned in the Bible.

The reason I say that is because each place in the Bible where the gifts are listed, the list is different, like it doesn’t really matter if you have a comprehensive list or not. Those passages, for the record, are:

· Romans 12:6-8

· 1 Cor 12:8-10

· 1 Cor 12:28

· Eph 4:11

· 1 Peter 4:10-11

Now we can say, “So what? I can match them all up and come up with a comprehensive list.” And that’s true, but the people who originally received these letters couldn’t. They only had a partial list and apparently that was good enough to be getting on with.

Also, gifts are mentioned without definition – words of knowledge and words of wisdom, for example. I suspect those are subcategories of either prophecy or teaching – but no one knows for sure.

So maybe there are other gifts not specifically mentioned anywhere. And maybe we don’t need to be able to put a nice neat label or definition on our gifts to be able to use them effectively.

You can disagree with me if you want but I tend to look at it this way: If you have a gift that God has given you which leads people toward unity, intimacy and maturity and which brings glory to God and joy to your heart then I don’t mind if you call it a spiritual gift.

That opens the door for things like: intercession or worship leading or children’s or youth ministry etc. Or maybe those things are a subcategory of something else. Perhaps worship leading is a subcategory of leading, or intercession is a subcategory of prophecy (knowing what to pray), or children’s ministry is a subcategory of teaching etc.

Even if I am wrong and these are more in the realm of natural abilities or acquired skills, does it make any difference? Does it make any difference if you are using some other aspect of who you are to serve God and bless people? I don’t think so! Especially seeing as we started Roms 12 by giving all of who we are to God – natural abilities, acquired skills and spiritual gifts…

When does someone receive Spiritual Gifts?

Because we know that every Christian has at least one – we must receive at least one at the time of our conversion. But we can also receive more gifts at any time after that as well. Otherwise, why would we be encouraged to desire them or pray to receive a complimentary gift to the ones we already have?

1 Cor 14:13 For this reason anyone who speaks in a tongue should pray that he may interpret what he says.

You see, this idea that we should “Seek the Giver not the gifts” is NOT Biblical – we are specifically commanded to do both!

1 Cor 14:1 Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy.

This is not an apostolic suggestion! “If you want to, you can love God and other people and if you have any time left over you may want to ask for spiritual gifts.” He is telling us how we should live.

Listen, one of the few times when Jesus gets ticked with his disciples is over their inability to use spiritual gifts!

Luke 9:37-42 The next day, when they came down from the mountain, a large crowd met him. 38 A man in the crowd called out, "Teacher, I beg you to look at my son, for he is my only child. 39 A spirit seizes him and he suddenly screams; it throws him into convulsions so that he foams at the mouth. It scarcely ever leaves him and is destroying him. 40 I begged your disciples to drive it out, but they could not." 41 "O unbelieving and perverse generation," Jesus replied, "how long shall I stay with you and put up with you? Bring your son here." 42 Even while the boy was coming, the demon threw him to the ground in a convulsion. But Jesus rebuked the evil spirit, healed the boy and gave him back to his father.

Who do you think Jesus is angry with? The crowd? NO - surely it is the disciples! I wonder if He is saying, “You guys should have been able to do this by now!”

And while I’m at it, the idea that “We need the fruit not the gifts of the Spirit” is also completely bogus. We need both. If you have only the gifts you are a train wreck just waiting to happen. But Paul issued the command in 1 Cor 14:1 to the most worldly church in the New Testament. He doesn’t tell them grow up and become mature first, then ask for spiritual gifts. He challenges them about their spiritual growth and tells them to desire spiritual gifts at the same time. After all, if God uses the gifts to bring about unity, intimacy and maturity then we severely slow down the process by trying to reach these goals without them.

This whole idea of making us choose between 2 things that God wants to give us is one of the devil’s favorite tactics because, whatever we choose, we fall short of what God has for us. Before you choose between A and B ask yourself, “Do I really need to make a choice at all?” In these 2 places the answer is a resounding, “No!”

How are Spiritual Gifts given?

1. By Sovereign Impartation

a. 1 Cor 12:11 All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.

2. By Apostolic Impartation

a. 2 Tim 1:6 For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of my hands. 

b. Rom 1:11 I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong…

c. I believe, though I can’t prove it from Scripture, that anyone who has a gift can be used by God to pass that gift on to others.

3. By Prophetic Impartation

a. 1 Tim 4:14 Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through a prophetic message when the body of elders laid their hands on you.

4. In response to our seeking

a. We are specifically instructed to seek the Holy Spirit 

i. Luke 11:9-13 "So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. 10 For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. 11Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead? 12 Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? 13 If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!"

ii. If we are to desire them then surely we are supposed to make those desires known to God through prayer

iii. James 4:2 You want something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God.

iv. John 14:14 You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it.

5. #2-4 are never a substitute for #1 – e.g. No one can overrule God!

How can we know what gifts we have been given?

1. Fruit or results.

a. Are other Christians blessed?

b. Are Non Christians drawn toward God?

c. Is honor brought to Jesus?

2. Desire.

a. What gifts do you wish you had?

i.  Ps 37:4 Delight yourself in the LORD and he will give you the desires of your heart.

ii. Also, like attracts like – what kinds of people and ministries are you drawn to? (May also be because of shared passion)

b. 1 Cor 12:31 But eagerly desire the greater gifts. And now I will show you the most excellent way.

c. 1 Cor 14:1 Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy.

d. 1 Cor 14:12 So it is with you. Since you are eager to have spiritual gifts, try to excel in gifts that build up the church.

e. 1 Cor 14:39 Therefore, my brothers, be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues.

3. Confirmation.

a. What gifts do other people think you have?

4. Prayer

a. God Himself may tell us as we pray and seek Him

5. The bottom line is Risk - unless you step out, you will never know!

And that seems to be the key thrust of this passage in Romans 12:

6 We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. 7 If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; 8 if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.

I read that 2 ways:

· If you have a gift use it

· If you are a leader find an environment where someone can use it

Of course, gifts vary in strength, accuracy, intensity. Some people seem to get something pretty much full blown right away but most of us have to develop our gifts over time. I believe that every Christian has access to almost every gift at its beginner levels but that God specially gifts each of us to a more substantial level in a few gifts. I think I have touched more than half of the gifts briefly but only have a couple on an ongoing basis.

How can we grow in our gifts?

1. Pray specifically – ask for specific gifts and even specific aspects of a particular gift.

2. Risk & Practice

a. How will you know if God has answered your prayers if you don’t try to use what you have asked Him to give you?

b. How will you get better without practice?

i. Anything worth doing is worth doing…badly!

ii. Neglect can cause a gift to decrease.

1. 2 Tim 1:6 For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of my hands.

c. Often, it is as we accept the responsibility to do something that God has called us to that He gives us the gifts we need to do the job well!

i. E.g. Every believer is called to be a witness.  As we embrace the responsibility and accept the role of a witness, God may give us a gift of evangelism. If we function consistently in that gift we may say that we have a ministry of evangelism and if we exercise that ministry faithfully for an extended period of time it may mean we have been called as an evangelist.  

ii. This is a progression. One prophecy does not make you a prophet nor does one prayer make you an intercessor!

iii. When we are too quick to apply the label to ourselves it is usually because we are seeking to establish our identity out of our gifts and not our relationship with Jesus through the cross.

3. Study – as we study Scripture regarding the gifts God has given us we will grow in our understanding of how to use them.  Also, as we study the lives of others who God has used in these gifts we will also gain encouragement and understanding.

4. Impartation – I believe gifts also grow as we “cross pollinate” with others by receiving and participating in their ministries.

5. By cultivating a heart of love that wants to bless the body, reach out to the lost and bring glory to God.

a. E.g. There is a reason why 1 Cor 13, the famous “Love chapter,” is right in the middle of Paul’s teaching on Spiritual Gifts!

So will you take a little time over the coming weeks to search out and use your gifts to bring unity, intimacy and maturity to our church?

The Gift of Prophecy

· What is the gift of prophecy?

· Should I seek after it?

· How does it work?

Obviously we can’t answer all of those questions just by looking at Rom 12 but I’d like us to start there.

Rom 12:6b If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith.

So we are members of a body and each of us has different functions. One of those functions is prophecy.

So what is prophecy?
If you had asked me that 10-15 years ago with my Charismatic/Pentecostal heritage I would have said something like, “It’s when you are in a meeting and someone starts speaking and they begin with ‘Thus says the Lord’ or ‘O My little children’”. I guess by that I would have meant “prophecy is a public word from God spoken in the first person.”

Over the years, as I have studied, experienced and used the gift of prophecy, my definition has become much broader and I would encourage a very different approach to delivering a prophetic word. So how would I define prophecy today?

Hearing from God in any way and then sharing that message.

How many of you have ever heard from God? All of you! John 10:27 says, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.” If you are one of God’s kids you have heard His voice at least once! So there is no reason why you couldn’t hear Him again.

Right here is our 1st key – if God wants to communicate and we want to hear – what do we need to do? – Listen! We miss a lot of what He says because we do not listen enough! Maybe you don’t listen because you don’t think God wants to speak to you. Or perhaps you believe that the only way God wants to speak is through the Bible. God certainly does speak through the Bible – it is His infallible, inerrant word. That means it doesn’t have any mistakes in it! I don’t believe anything can be or should be added or taken away from the Bible.

2 Tim 3:16-17 All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

The Bible is our starting point when it comes to listening to God and it contains all we need to make ethical decisions and live godly lives. We need go no further when it comes to questions related to telling the truth, expressing our sexuality or other decisions related to sin or righteousness. But has God left us to our own devices when it comes to other, more personal questions?

Questions like:

· Who should I marry?

· What type of career should I pursue?

· Where should I live?

· And a thousand others.

You will not find answers to those questions in the Bible. But I still think they matter to God and in the context of relationship He may well give us answers. Like the bumper sticker says, “God is still speaking.” (Although I want to add – “But He isn’t contradicting what He said earlier!”)
Prophecy is the most feared spiritual gift and the most abused. If we say God is still speaking, what do we mean?

· Does that mean someone could write another book and add it to the Bible?

· Does that mean that if someone prophesies to us we must obey or else?

· Does that mean that He can contradict what He said in the Bible?

No, NO, NO!

The gift of prophecy is given to address questions NOT answered in Scripture. I don’t trust anyone who acts as if they are infallible when using the gift of prophecy. And I don’t trust anyone who says they are speaking on God’s behalf when they contradict the clear teaching of the Bible. 
So I understand the fears that the gift of prophecy stirs up but Scripture still says: Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy (1 Cor 14:1). Do we want to be guided by fear or guided by Scripture?

Paul singles out prophecy as a gift we should especially desire. Why? I suspect, but cannot prove there are 2 reasons:

· It is exceptionally beneficial to the one who has the gift and the one who receives it.

· It is a gift that God is unusually willing to give to those who ask.

I have been incredibly blessed by the gift of prophecy on numerous occasions. From simple words of encouragement that have been spoken when I needed them most to detailed revelations that have left me speechless. Let me share just 2:

· Several years ago I attended a small conference during a difficult time in my life. Toward the end of the conference the speaker asked the attendees to take a moment and speak words of encouragement to anyone they felt led to by God. A lady I had not met until the conference made her way over to me and simply said, “The first time I saw you I saw Jesus in you.” Now that may sound trite and at another point in my life I might have said, “Thanks very much” and dismissed it as a nice compliment but at that moment those words undid me and made me weep.
· On another occasion a highly prophetic man named Terry Bennett was ministering to a small group at the Bible College I attended and he turned to me and called me “Peter the Great.” He went on to say that like St. Petersburg in Russia in had, for a season, lost my identity in God but that just as St. Petersburg had lost its identity and been called ‘Leningrad’ for a season and now was restore to its original name, God was doing the same to me. That word picture has lived with me since that time. 
You see, when it comes to prophecy we tend to be impressed by the level of detail and accuracy and those things can certainly be very helpful but a word can be extremely powerful despite being very simple.

Carol Wimber retells this experience about her husband John Wimber, in her book,The Way it Was:

A friend of John’s in whom he had confidence, asked him to listen to this lady from his church who said she had a ‘word from God for John.’
We didn’t even use that kind of language. ‘Oh, come on, Ray. I’ve had enough of unhappy middle-aged women in my years of handling the counseling.’

Ray said, ‘No, John. I know this woman and if she says she has a word from God for you, she has a word from God for you. Trust me.’ So John agreed to meet her half an hour before the next session at the top of the little hill by the amphitheatre. They met and she didn’t say anything but sat down on the bench. John was trying to be a good sport so he sat down on the bench also and waited. And waited and waited. Then he waited some more. She wasn’t saying a word but tears were beginning to flow down her cheeks. John went from discomfort to extreme embarrassment and finally, past that to impatient irritation. She went from tears to outright weeping to out loud wailing. ‘Lady!’ he said in exasperation, ‘I’ve got to teach this next session. You’ve been crying for half an hour! Your pastor said you had a word, what is it?’ And she stopped crying, turned and looked at him full in the face for a few moments. ‘That was it,’ she replied. She got up and started down the hill. John was stunned. The idea that God cried over him hit him in the heart like a sledgehammer. He has said that he could have understood God being disappointed in him, or even God being angry with him, but weeping over him? It undid him… (p111-112)
Let me remind you of what I said last week about the purpose of grace gifts. According to 1 Cor 12:7 they are given for everyone’s benefit, specifically so that all of us might grow in unity, intimacy and maturity and ultimately so that glory will be given to God.

Take a look at Rev 19:10: At this I fell at his feet to worship him. But he said to me, "Do not do it! I am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers who hold to the testimony of Jesus. Worship God! For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy."
“The testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy.”  What does that mean? Well there are 2 possibilities:

· It could mean either the testimony about Jesus – in other words, all true prophecy points toward Jesus (directly or indirectly),
· Or it could mean the testimony which comes from Jesus – in other words, all true prophecy has its origin in Jesus.

Bearing in mind what we have already learned about prophecy, the verse could mean either of these, because we know that all prophecy has its source in God – He is the one who gives the revelation to begin with.  And we also know that a spiritual gift is something which brings glory to God by building up believers and reaching out to the lost.

OK, so what’s my point? 
All prophecy should begin and end with God – it should come from Him and point people to Him. This might seem obvious, but it is easy for us to think that our objective in prophecy is accuracy or information, not intimacy.

Greater accuracy does not lead automatically to greater intimacy – sometimes people can be so wowed by the person sharing the accurate information that they lose sight of Jesus in the process.  Then the prophecy becomes more of a testimony to the prophetic person than to Jesus Himself.

So I believe in the gift of prophecy – it is worth pursuing despite the problems, the misapplications and clutter to the healthy use of the real gift. Why? Because unity, intimacy, maturity and bringing glory to God are all worthwhile goals!

So how does this gift work? How do we hear from God aside from the Bible? I believe God uses our 5 senses. We hear, see, feel, smell and taste. 

We receive “words” from God. I don’t necessarily mean the audible voice of God, though I’m sure some people today have heard it. I just mean that in some way we “hear” words as opposed to an image or a feeling.

We see images, pictures, dreams or even visions. We feel or sense something. We smell or taste something. The first 3 are pretty common and I have experienced all of them. 

My first experiences of giving a word of prophecy were situations when I believed God was giving me a specific script to read, sometimes one phrase at a time. I have also on occasion seen things, generally in my dreams, that I believe were from God. 

Now and then I have felt something or sensed something – often the presence of God or the presence of evil but also pain in a part of my body. Sometimes the pain has been to alert me to pray for someone who suffers in that same area. Sometimes I have met someone and they have instantly reminded me of someone else though they did not look at all alike. Actually, I would often say to Ali, “Doesn’t he remind you of…?” and she would just about always say, “No!” It took me years and years to clue into the fact that this was at least some of the time a prophetic thing.

I had this experience very recently, when I met someone in a working context and immediately discerned that they were very similar to someone else I had known previously. Through this revelation I was able to understand how to relate to this individual without being sucked into some troubling situations. 
So listen: Don’t dismiss everything right off the bat. Maybe God is speaking to you – take a baby step or two and ask God to confirm if it is Him. 
OK, but hearing is not the whole process. 

Good Bible study has 3 parts:
1. We receive revelation – what does it say?

2. Then we interpret it - what does it mean?

3. And finally we apply it – what am I supposed to do?
Prophetic ministry has 1 more

4. We have to discern whether we have received revelation from God or from some other source.

For that reason it is easier to teach, and teaching is generally more reliable. If God is genuinely speaking then the revelation part is 100% accurate, but just as many people read 100% infallible Scripture and come up with all kinds of strange concepts and practices, we can receive accurate prophetic revelation but still mess things up with wrong interpretations or applications. The person receiving the revelation then tries to interpret it or put it into words.  This part of the process is fallible. Finally, the person giving or receiving the word must determine the correct application – this again is fallible.

It is helpful for us to keep these different steps in mind while trying to grow in our prophetic gifts and to explain to people which is which when we share the prophecy with them.

Let’s look at a Biblical example.

Acts 21:10-14 After we had been there a number of days, a prophet named Agabus came down from Judea. 11 Coming over to us, he took Paul's belt, tied his own hands and feet with it and said, "The Holy Spirit says, 'In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles.'" 12 When we heard this, we and the people there pleaded with Paul not to go up to Jerusalem. 13 Then Paul answered, "Why are you weeping and breaking my heart? I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus." 14 When he would not be dissuaded, we gave up and said, "The Lord's will be done." 
That was the prophecy, now listen to the fulfillment: 

Acts 21:27-33
When the seven days were nearly over, some Jews from the province of Asia saw Paul at the temple. They stirred up the whole crowd and seized him, 28 shouting, "Men of Israel, help us! This is the man who teaches all men everywhere against our people and our law and this place. And besides, he has brought Greeks into the temple area and defiled this holy place." 29 (They had previously seen Trophimus the Ephesian in the city with Paul and assumed that Paul had brought him into the temple area.) 30 The whole city was aroused, and the people came running from all directions. Seizing Paul, they dragged him from the temple, and immediately the gates were shut. 31 While they were trying to kill him, news reached the commander of the Roman troops that the whole city of Jerusalem was in an uproar. 32 He at once took some officers and soldiers and ran down to the crowd. When the rioters saw the commander and his soldiers, they stopped beating Paul. 33 The commander came up and arrested him and ordered him to be bound with two chains. Then he asked who he was and what he had done. 

Now, you will notice that there are some differences between what Agabus prophesied and what actually took place.

First, the Romans, not the Jews, bound Paul and, second, far from the Jews handing Paul over to the Gentiles, the Roman Gentiles had to forcibly rescue him before he was killed. And third, Agabus’ implied the application of the word was “Don’t go, Paul” and Paul felt he should anyway.

In general terms Agabus was very accurate but in the specifics he was wrong. (It’s not enough to say that he only got a couple of details wrong – they were the only details he gave!!) So how do we explain this?

We could say, “Well, he wasn’t really a prophet” – but the Bible itself calls him one so that idea bites the dust. Or we could say that New Testament prophecy is not infallible – which seems to fit the instructions given in the following passages: 

1Thes 5:19-21 Do not put out the Spirit's fire; 20 do not treat prophecies with contempt. 21 Test everything. Hold on to the good.

1 Cor 13:9 For we know in part and we prophesy in part…
1 Cor 14:29 Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh carefully what is said.

Some people have suggested that Agabus actually had a vision or dream in which he saw this event happen.  This would explain why he had the big picture but not the details correct.

Also, we need to ask, “Do we expect anyone who operates in any other gift to be 100% accurate all the time?” Will a teacher never be wrong or include his own opinion or bias? Will everyone who an evangelist witnesses to be saved? Will everyone that a person with the gift of healing prays for be healed? Of course not! So let’s give ourselves some growing room!  

Our ability to make mistakes is also one of the reasons why I don’t think we should say “Thus says the Lord…” when we share a prophetic word. Let me give you several reasons why we should avoid doing that:

1. Old Testament prophets used this phrase to distinguish whom they were speaking on behalf of because there were other prophets who were speaking on behalf of false gods.

2. Jesus did not use this phrase Himself – instead He said “Verily, verily” (e.g. Honestly, this is the truth)

3. The only time a New Testament prophet used the phrase he was inaccurate in his prophecy.

4. Lastly, and most importantly, using phrases like “Thus says the Lord” or speaking in the first person (I, me, my etc.) on God’s behalf often makes people think that what is being said is infallible and therefore on the same level as the Bible itself.  This is not the case and those hearing prophetic words must understand that they are responsible for considering what has been said and only responding to those prophecies (or parts of prophecies) which they believe are truly from God and not just blindly acting on any word given to them in this way.

You see, if you are cocky or you add your 10 cents or you hype things up you will get yourself in trouble. I’ll show you why.

Gen 37:1-36 (emphasis mine) Jacob lived in the land where his father had stayed, the land of Canaan. 2 This is the account of Jacob. Joseph, a young man of seventeen, was tending the flocks with his brothers, the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, his father's wives, and he brought their father a bad report about them. 3 Now Israel loved Joseph more than any of his other sons, because he had been born to him in his old age; and he made a richly ornamented robe for him. 4 When his brothers saw that their father loved him more than any of them, they hated him and could not speak a kind word to him. 

Notice that Joseph and his brothers were all shepherds – pastors! We see here what I believe is the #1 reason for the broken relationships between pastors and prophetic ministers: The perception (real or imaginary) of an attitude of superiority on the part of the prophetic minister – e.g. My Father loves me more than you.

Prophecy should be wisdom from heaven and James describes what that looks like. 
James 3:17 But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere.

If you have a bad attitude or you are rebellious or you are biased you are very likely to miss the target with your prophecy. And if you swallow everything you are given wholesale you will end up in a mess too. The gift of prophecy is not the only gift, and works best within the context of the church body where it is complimented with other gifts. It does not need to be exercised publicly every time – most prophecies can be given one to one. Not every prophetic word is for passing on – God shows you some things just so that you will pray and probably to test you and see if you can keep a secret.

If you have a word that you believe is for our whole church, please bring it to me and I will try to discern the best way to release it. I’m cautious because most of us have been burned by the misuse of this gift. I want the gifts of the Spirit to move in our church, but we do need protocol for that so they will bring maximum benefit to everyone.
Michael Sullivant says it brilliantly in his book Prophetic Etiquette. Let me read you a short section called Marriage of the Word and the Spirit:
“Some years ago while in prayer during a ministry trip in Germany, I received a vision.  I saw a large, beautiful flagpole planted in the foreground of an outdoor scene.  A strong wind was blowing, and the trees in the background were being affected powerfully by the wind.  The flagpole stood majestically – unmoved by the wind.  I heard a voice say, “What’s missing?”

“Lord,” I replied, “there is no flag.”  Then at the base of the great flagpole, I saw a plain package appear.

Suddenly, the wrapper at the bottom of the pole was supernaturally undone, and I saw a multicolored flag emerge from it, hoisted upward without the assistance of human hands.  As it rose, the wind caught the resilient yet delicate fabric, and the flag unfurled, flapping strongly and gracefully in the wind.  It seemed as though the whole world could see this awesome banner.

I noticed the contrast between the flagpole and the flag.  The flagpole was steel-like, silent and unbending.  The flag was attention grabbing and highly responsive to the wind.  Both of them were dazzling in their own ways.

While I was having the vision, I understood by the Holy Spirit that the flagpole and the flag were pictures of two sides of our Christian faith – the objective side and the subjective side.  The objective, essential, historically proven truths and doctrines of our faith are stable, plain, unchanging, firmly grounded and established – they are fundamental and vital as they shine forth.  The subjective, experiential aspects of our life in the Spirit of God are more delicate, visible and fluid – they inspire passion, enthusiasm and flair.  I heard the voice say, “What’s a flagpole without a flag? But then again, what’s a flag without a flagpole?  It’s good for nothing except to be cast down and trampled upon by men of the earth.”

I believe that God is working in our day to bring together these two aspects of our faith into a dynamic duo – complementary elements of a unified whole.  So often in the history of the church and her movements each side has had its champions who unwittingly neglected or even denigrated the other vital side.  This ought not to be.  What God has joined together let not man divide.”
       

All I can say to that is Amen!  My heart is to see prophetic ministry functioning within the local church alongside other ministries not in competition with them.  

Returning to our text in Romans 12, it reads: 
If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith.

Listen, If you believe God has given you this gift – GO FOR IT! But don’t add hype or hamburger helper – use it to the proportion of your faith. Have confidence that God has given you enough to bless someone else and lead them toward unity, intimacy and maturity and most of all toward giving glory to God.

The Gift of Service

· What is the gift of service?

· How important is it?

· How are those who have this gift usually tested?

· What does it say about someone if they have a highly developed gift of service?

We’ll take a closer look as we continue through Romans 12 and other complementary passages.

Rom 12:7 If it is serving, let him serve…

What is the gift of service? What sort of things are included in this gift of service?

The Greek word here is “diakonia”. The entry in Thayer’s Greek Dictionary reads as follows: 
1. service, ministering, especially of those who execute the commands of others 

2. used of those who by the command of God proclaim and promote religion among men 

a. used of the office of Moses 

b. used of the office of the apostles and its administration 

c. used of the office of prophets, evangelists, elders, etc. 

3. the ministration of those who render to others the offices of Christian affection, especially those who help meet need by either collecting or distributing of charities 

4. the office of the deacon in the church 

5. the service of those who prepare and present food

So this gift is a broad gift, one many of us have at least touched upon. It includes:

· Leaders of God’s people in various positions in both the OT and NT

· Those who handle the finances of the church

· Those who serve as deacons

· Those who serve food

· And, most of all, anyone who is good at taking instructions and following them!

Many of you have exercised or will exercise this gift today:

· Mike and John coming early to set up the sound equipment

· Jay preparing the bulletin

· Char looking after the church finances

· Julie setting up the offering and resource table 

All of you are a tremendous blessing to our church and without you we could not function. Thank you – let’s show them our appreciation by giving them a clap! 
You see, it is easy to trivialize a gift like service. I mean it’s not one of the “sexier” gifts, is it? It is easy to overlook this gift but it is so important to every church. It is an essential gift. If a church is lacking someone who uses the gift of prophecy, can that church survive or even grow? Yes it can. The same is true for healing, tongues and interpretation and many other gifts. Those gifts are a wonderful blessing but it is possible to live without them. However, if a church is lacking people who use the gift of service, can that church survive? I don’t think so!

If we think in terms of the body again, service is not a limb, like an arm or a leg; it is a vital organ like the heart or lungs. If you are missing a limb or have a limb that doesn’t function properly, you can still survive and even flourish although you realize your loss. But if you are missing a vital organ, quite simply – you are dead! That’s why this gift is so important.

Service is both a ministry in itself and releases other ministries to function. It is a “door-opening” gift. Marva Dawn shares an example of someone who has this gift at an advanced level: (p111)

Our CEM secretary Sandy has the biggest servant’s heart one could ever imagine. How many secretaries do you know who wash dishes for their boss, paint the walls, dust and clean, mow the lawn, run errands, and even “snake” the malfunctioning toilet, in addition to the secretarial duties of duplicating teaching tapes, handling the corporate finances, and preparing book orders for mailing? She is crazy – crazy about being a servant. If anyone asks her why she does so much, she invariably answers, “Because I love it.”

If you have a gift of service, you enjoy serving - not every minute of every task, but in general there is a certain satisfaction about using your gift to bless others and honor God.

Marva Dawn writes: (p112)

Under the Spirit’s inspiration and guidance and empowerment every grace-gift is a source of freedom and delight – the true Hilarity of effective ministry and of being who we were created to be. Moreover, the Hilarity that we experience in using our gifts helps us to know that we are right in the center of God’s will for our particular place in the Christian community.

It is satisfying when you use your gifts well, isn’t it? And serving is something we are all called to do. 
Gal 5:13 says, “You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.”
As with most spiritual gifts, I think every Christian can function in this gift at a basic level; however, some people have an advanced or developed gift of service. And different gifts have different tests.

1 Pet 4:10-11 Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God's grace in its various forms. 11 If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the power for ever and ever. Amen.

Peter separates spiritual gifts into 2 categories: speaking and serving. 

Those who have speaking gifts are generally tested by pride, comparing themselves with other people who have similar gifts, thinking they are very important, adding their own 10 cents all the time (not just speaking God’s words!), etc. (Of course, none of that has ever happened to me!)
Those who have serving gifts are generally tested by a sense of insignificance, wondering how come God didn’t give them something more important to do, perhaps irritated by some of the self-indulgence and showing off that those with more visible gifts do. But serving is important and it is a manifestation of maturity.

Matt 20:20-28 Then the mother of Zebedee's sons came to Jesus with her sons and, kneeling down, asked a favor of him. 21 "What is it you want?" he asked. She said, "Grant that one of these two sons of mine may sit at your right and the other at your left in your kingdom." 22 "You don't know what you are asking," Jesus said to them. "Can you drink the cup I am going to drink?" "We can," they answered. 23 Jesus said to them, "You will indeed drink from my cup, but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they have been prepared by my Father." 24 When the ten heard about this, they were indignant with the two brothers. 25 Jesus called them together and said, "You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. 26 Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, 27 and whoever wants to be first must be your slave—28 just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many."

Notice that the path to greatness is called service. In fact, I believe that service is not just the path to greatness it is the demonstration of greatness.

Mark 9:33-37 They came to Capernaum. When he was in the house, he asked them, "What were you arguing about on the road?" 34 But they kept quiet because on the way they had argued about who was the greatest. 35 Sitting down, Jesus called the Twelve and said, "If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all." 36 He took a little child and had him stand among them. Taking him in his arms, he said to them, 37 "Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent me." 

Jesus says, “You want to talk about greatness – let’s talk about service!”

Phil 2:3-8 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. 4 Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 5 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 7 but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death-- even death on a cross! 

Paul says, “You want to see greatness in action? It is becoming a servant.” My mom used to say, “No one minds being a servant until someone treats you like one!”

John 13:1-5 It was just before the Passover Feast. Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love. 2 The evening meal was being served, and the devil had already prompted Judas Iscariot, son of Simon, to betray Jesus. 3 Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; 4 so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. 5 After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples' feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him.

That’s greatness – serving others without fuss but with great love. Notice as well that in the passage we read a moment ago Jesus Himself defined His ministry in terms of… service. “The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve.” Other people called Jesus a teacher, a prophet and all kinds of other things. But He looked at His ministry through the lens of service.

The early church understood that – listen!

Acts 4:23-31 (emphasis mine) On their release, Peter and John went back to their own people and reported all that the chief priests and elders had said to them. 24 When they heard this, they raised their voices together in prayer to God. "Sovereign Lord," they said, "you made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in them. 25 You spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth of your servant, our father David: "'Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain? 26 The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One.' 27 Indeed Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed. 28 They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen. 29 Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness. 30 Stretch out your hand to heal and perform miraculous signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus." 31 After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.

In their perspective, David was a servant of God, they were servants of God and, most of all, Jesus was a servant of God. Was that a fluke? I don’t think so – listen:

Rom 1:1 Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God--

James 1:1 James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, 

2 Pet 1:1 Simon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ, 

Jude 1:1 Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and a brother of James, 

Rev 1:1 The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John,

Elders and Deacons are called to serve.

1 Pet 5:1-4 To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a witness of Christ's sufferings and one who also will share in the glory to be revealed: 2 Be shepherds of God's flock that is under your care, serving as overseers-- not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; 3 not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away. 

1 Tim 3:8-13 Deacons, likewise, are to be men worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in much wine, and not pursuing dishonest gain. 9 They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience. 10 They must first be tested; and then if there is nothing against them, let them serve as deacons. 11 In the same way, their wives are to be women worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in everything. 12 A deacon must be the husband of but one wife and must manage his children and his household well. 13 Those who have served well gain an excellent standing and great assurance in their faith in Christ Jesus.

And all of us are called to faithful service – using whatever gifts and resources we have been given.

Matt 24:42-47 “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come. 43 But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what time of night the thief was coming, he would have kept watch and would not have let his house be broken into. 44 So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him. 45 Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whom the master has put in charge of the servants in his household to give them their food at the proper time? 46 It will be good for that servant whose master finds him doing so when he returns. 47 I tell you the truth, he will put him in charge of all his possessions.”
Matt 25:14-30 "Again, it will be like a man going on a journey, who called his servants and entrusted his property to them. 15 To one he gave five talents of money, to another two talents, and to another one talent, each according to his ability. Then he went on his journey. 16 The man who had received the five talents went at once and put his money to work and gained five more. 17 So also, the one with the two talents gained two more. 18 But the man who had received the one talent went off, dug a hole in the ground and hid his master's money. 19 After a long time the master of those servants returned and settled accounts with them. 20 The man who had received the five talents brought the other five. 'Master,' he said, 'you entrusted me with five talents. See, I have gained five more.' 21 "His master replied, 'Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!' 22 "The man with the two talents also came. 'Master,' he said, 'you entrusted me with two talents; see, I have gained two more.' 23 "His master replied, 'Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!' 24 "Then the man who had received the one talent came. 'Master,' he said, 'I knew that you are a hard man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not scattered seed. 25 So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground. See, here is what belongs to you.' 26 "His master replied, 'You wicked, lazy servant! So you knew that I harvest where I have not sown and gather where I have not scattered seed? 27 Well then, you should have put my money on deposit with the bankers, so that when I returned I would have received it back with interest. 28 "'Take the talent from him and give it to the one who has the ten talents. 29 For everyone who has will be given more, and he will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him. 30 And throw that worthless servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.'”
I know that last passage can strike fear into our hearts but Jesus is not in the business of trying to get rid of us. 

Matt 12:9-21 (emphasis mine) Going on from that place, he went into their synagogue, 10 and a man with a shriveled hand was there. Looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, they asked him, "Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?" 11 He said to them, "If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not take hold of it and lift it out? 12 How much more valuable is a man than a sheep! Therefore it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath." 13 Then he said to the man, "Stretch out your hand." So he stretched it out and it was completely restored, just as sound as the other. 14 But the Pharisees went out and plotted how they might kill Jesus. 15 Aware of this, Jesus withdrew from that place. Many followed him, and he healed all their sick, 16 warning them not to tell who he was. 17 This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah: 18 "Here is my servant whom I have chosen, the one I love, in whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on him, and he will proclaim justice to the nations. 19 He will not quarrel or cry out; no one will hear his voice in the streets. 20 A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out, till he leads justice to victory. 21 In his name the nations will put their hope."

Jesus sees it when we are bruised or barely smoldering. As God’s Servant, He will tenderly heal us and breathe on us and bring the flame back to life.

There are wonderful fringe benefits to being a servant of the Lord.

John 12:26 “Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me.”
We get to be where He is and see what He is doing and, even if no one else notices, God will honor us.

Acts 6:1-6 In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food. 2 So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, "It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables. 3 Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them 4 and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word." 5 This proposal pleased the whole group. They chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit; also Philip, Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas from Antioch, a convert to Judaism. 6 They presented these men to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them.

Marva Dawn comments on this passage: (p116)

In Acts 6 the early church ordained persons to the ministry of “the daily serving of food.” For that calling they were very seriously anointed and commissioned, just as were the apostles, who then could focus on their teaching and prayer. I long for the day when our churches will ordain persons to their ministries of janitoring, dishwashing, errand running, lawn moving, typing, bulletin distributing, and shut-in visiting.
Why don’t we take a moment and do just that? Pray for and commission those who serve behind the scenes.

· Julie

· Jay and Char

· Mike and John

· Erin (kid’s ministry)

The Gift of Teaching

· What is the gift of teaching?

· Why is it important?

· How are those who have this gift usually tested?

Rom 12:7b if it is teaching, let him teach;

What is teaching? The Greek word here is “didasko.” The entry in Thayer’s Greek Dictionary reads as follows:

1. to teach 

a. to hold discourse with others in order to instruct them, deliver didactic discourses 

b. to be a teacher 

c. to discharge the office of a teacher, to conduct oneself as a teacher 

2. to teach one

a. to impart instruction 

b. instill doctrine into one 

c. the thing taught or enjoined 

d. to explain or to expound a thing 

e. to teach one something

Nothing amazing about those definitions, really. But please avoid the foolishness that abounds in parts of the church of saying, “I don’t want to learn doctrine!” or “Who cares about theology!” How can we say that as Christians? Seriously, this is ridiculous. Think about what those 2 words mean:

Nelson's Illustrated Bible Dictionary says that doctrine is a body of beliefs about God, man, Christ, the church, and other related concepts considered authoritative and thus worthy of acceptance by all members of the community of faith. “Theology” is similar and strictly speaking means “the study of God.”
So how can we say:

· “I don’t want to learn about God, man, Christ, the church, and other related concepts?”
· “Or who cares about the study of God?”
And you know what? Everyone has a theology; everyone believes in certain doctrines, everyone has a belief system and a values system. That is not up for grabs. What is up for grabs is whether our theology and doctrines, beliefs and values are good, bad or indifferent, whether they are in harmony with truth and reality or not. 

Seriously, if we are not here to learn about God, Jesus, the church, ourselves and other matters related to our faith then let’s just go home after worship. And you know what will happen – after a short period of time our worship will become distorted or flat because we will lose sight of who God is and what He is like and what He has done for us…Anyway, I will step down of my soapbox - temporarily at least!
But we have to understand this, because it is a basic foundational building block and we cannot grow up without it. Hosea 4:6 “my people are destroyed from lack of knowledge.” Why? “Because you have rejected knowledge…”
Listen, friends how can you love God “with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind” without applying your mind to the teaching of the Scriptures? (Luke 10:27) A clue – you can’t!

OK, I really will step off the soapbox this time!

Teaching is one gift among many. It can be overestimated, but nevertheless it is a very important gift. In fact, it is interesting to me that it is the only ability-related gift that an overseer is required to have.

1 Tim 3:1-7 Here is a trustworthy saying: If anyone sets his heart on being an overseer, he desires a noble task. 2 Now the overseer must be above reproach, the husband of but one wife, temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3 not given to drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. 4 He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him with proper respect. 5 (If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God's church?) 6 He must not be a recent convert, or he may become conceited and fall under the same judgment as the devil. 7 He must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil's trap.

Just about every other requirement relates to character but God sneaks in this one ability-related criteria. Why does God require this particular gift for someone who oversees? The Bible does not directly answer that question so feel free to disregard this because it is just my opinion through observation.

You see, I’ve been in settings where other gifts like prophecy trumped teaching. The gift of teaching, when rightly exercised, brings great stability to a church and also a big picture perspective. It brings stability to our lives because as we know and embrace the truth, we grow up and become mature and that makes us less vulnerable to lies and deception.

Eph 4:11-14 It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, 12 to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 13 until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. 14 Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming.

Elsewhere the Bible compares teaching with food.

For example Heb 5:11-14 says, “We have much to say about this, but it is hard to explain because you are slow to learn. 12 In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God's word all over again. You need milk, not solid food! 13 Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness. 14 But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.”

Food is a requirement for our natural and spiritual growth, and the type of food we need changes. As we grow we move on from milk to solids! I’ve been told that I normally serve up a good amount of both but in all honesty I don’t make any special effort to do that – it just happens because of the grace God has given me.

It also seems to me that the gift of teaching, especially when combined with the gift of pastor, helps the church to come back to the big picture.

Many Christians are called to a ministry with a very specific focus.

· My father’s ministry focused on Israel and the Jewish people.

· Some people have a ministry focused on pro-life concerns.

· Others have ministries focused on men, women, singles, divorcees, teens, children, the poor, prisoners, people with disabilities, etc.

All of that is right and all of that is good – but as a pastor/teacher I do not believe I can be focused on a single issue or concern. I believe part of my role is to remind each person of the need for all the others – sort of like I am doing at the moment in teaching through this section of Scripture about the different gifts and functions that we have.

Now I know that most of you have been around the block long enough to know that your concern, your gig, is not the only gig in town – and quite possibly not even the most important gig. But most of us start off thinking that everyone should be into whatever it is we are into and if they aren’t then something is wrong with them.

Don’t get me wrong - God wants you to be passionate and evangelistic about whatever He has laid on your heart but he also wants you to be gracious and to recognize the diversity He has created and blessed.

So teaching gives stability and the ability to see things in context to a church.

Anyway, that is my hunch about why teaching is so important within a church but you can take it or leave it… as it is largely my opinion and I am probably biased because I am called to teach. In fact, this whole message is very subjective. I often have to remind myself that I see through the lens of teaching because we all see issues through our gifts and callings.

There are several challenges and tests faced by people who have the gift of teaching: Not least among them is the desire to be popular.

2 Tim 4:1-5 In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge: 2 Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage-- with great patience and careful instruction. 3 For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. 4 They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. 5 But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry.

If it is the temptation of the people to look for teachers who will say what they want to hear – it is equally the temptation of teachers to say what the people want to hear.

Honestly, I am pathetically impacted by what other people think a lot of the time. I am not just saying that to be humble – it is true. Even at work when I read the evaluations from seminars on topics I care far less about than those I share with you each week, I get very irritated by people’s cynical remarks or inflated by their generous praise. Please pray for me in that regard; I would truly appreciate it.

I have been challenged for several years by the words of Paul in Acts 20 where he says: v20 You know that I have not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to house… v27 For I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God.

I have not reached the place where I can say that yet. I try really hard to preach anything that would be helpful to you but I can’t honestly say that I do it without hesitation. There are times when I think “Boy, that passage is really brutal – it will be hard for some people to hear.” Or when I’ll say “Lord, but I know that so and so is dealing with that issue at the moment – do I have to say this?”

It’s not always easy to be objective about a message, especially when it is on certain subjects. That might sound all nice and compassionate but I suspect it is mainly a self-defense mechanism! That is part of the reason why I am committed to the style of teaching I do – the verse by verse through a section of Scripture.

There is no way I would preach on some of what I have without doing it this way. I mean, just teaching through the Sermon on the Mount a couple of years ago we learned about anger, lust, divorce, money. If God let me choose the subjects, I would not touch those with a 10ft pole!

In fact, the most severe rebuke I have ever received from the Lord was when He gave me Luke 1:17 which says “And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous-- to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”

Then He told me that I was in danger of missing my calling because I only wanted to do the first half – to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children - but that I had to do the second half too, to turn the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous. Up until then I had never even considered my calling in terms of this verse!

So this style of preaching is healthy for you – I believe it adds depth to your souls and stability to your lives and helps you to grow up and mature as Christians. But it is also essential for me – I’m not telling anyone else how they should teach and preach but this is the best way for me to do it most of the time.

Other passages also strike warning notes:

James 3:1 Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.

Do I need to explain that verse? God expects us to live up to our words and teachers, like myself, talk a lot!

1 Pet 4:11 If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the power for ever and ever. Amen.

If we take that seriously, it is pretty intimidating. I am supposed to speak not just my words but the very words of God to you and do it in such a way that you don’t just say “Good sermon” but “Praise Jesus!”

You see, another of the temptations faced by teachers is taking ourselves too seriousl,. thinking that other people can’t wait to hear what WE have to say. But if you leave on a Sunday saying “Pete is a great preacher…” rather than “Jesus is a great Lord…” I have failed, period.

You see, whether we serve God behind the scenes in ways like those we talked about last week or in front of the crowd like I am right now, it still has to be all about Him and not all about you and me!

I was reminded about that yesterday at Mike and Nancy’s wedding. This doesn’t normally happen to me – maybe it was a midlife moment – but after the recessional when the wedding party walked back down the aisle, part of me wanted to skip down the aisle and out the door. I’m not quite sure why – perhaps I was just extremely happy for Mike and Nancy or maybe I was suffering from temporary insanity – I don’t know.

But after I thought about it for a moment I said to myself – “This day is all about them. As long as they are the center of attention, everything is as it should be. If anything else takes the center of attention then “Houston, we have a problem!””

I know if Mike and Nancy where here they would say, “No the day is supposed to be all about Jesus.” But just go with me here OK? Their wedding illustrates how church is supposed to be.

Jesus should always be the center of attention – we may serve Him unnoticed behind the scenes or in plain view. But even if we are up front we better know how to make ourselves small, how to get out of the way so that we don’t distract others from Jesus Himself. John the Baptist sums this up really well in a conversation he had with his followers.

John 3:26-30 They came to John and said to him, "Rabbi, that man who was with you on the other side of the Jordan-- the one you testified about-- well, he is baptizing, and everyone is going to him." 27 To this John replied, "A man can receive only what is given him from heaven. 28 You yourselves can testify that I said, 'I am not the Christ but am sent ahead of him.' 29 The bride belongs to the bridegroom. The friend who attends the bridegroom waits and listens for him, and is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom's voice. That joy is mine, and it is now complete. 30 He must become greater; I must become less.”
“John, your ministry is shrinking because everyone is going to Jesus instead.”

“That’s OK, that’s how it is meant to be and I am happy for it. He must become greater, I must become less.”

Amen.

The Gift of Encouragement

· What is the gift of encouragement?

· How do you use it?

· And how do you mess it up?

Rom 12:8 if it is encouraging, let him encourage…

What does this word translated encourage mean? Marva Dawn writes: 
“The word possesses an enormous field of meanings, including to encourage, comfort, urge, entreat, warn, admonish or exhort. It seems that we should not pin the word down to one particular meaning in this passage in Romans, for Paul probably chose it specifically to express the range of activities that are involved when members of the Christian community use their spiritual gifts to uphold one another.

In a very significant way this gift captures the essence of community. Think about it: Why do people join Weight Watchers or Alcoholics Anonymous or any support group for that matter? Isn’t it primarily to be encouraged, comforted, urged, entreated, warned, admonished and exhorted?

We do so much better when we have a group of people in our corner rooting for us. And shouldn’t that be what we are all about as a church? This is another indispensable gift – we all need to be encouraged or comforted from time to time. And all of us can offer encouragement and comfort to others.

And let’s not fall into the trap of thinking, “I’m not good with words. I have a habit of saying the wrong thing.” If we boil encouragement and comfort down to just speaking I think we are badly missing the mark. Speaking is only one way to do these things and it is probably the most risky way, requiring the most skill – they can also be done subtly and without words. In fact comforting in other ways is often much better.

Marva writes: 
“Frequently, when members of the Body of Christ are going through terrible times of deep discouragement and despair, many well-meaning Christian friends quote the Scriptures at them and think that they should feel better…For an outsider to give a simple solution for another’s problem or a quick remedy for someone else’s pain is totally inappropriate. Such answers increase the pain intensely because then the one suffering has to struggle not only with the facts of the situation themselves but also with the loneliness of being terribly misunderstood.”

Anyone ever experienced this? Anyone ever guilty of doing this? I don’t think the problem is so much offering a Bible verse or other solution, I think it is more about making it sound easy and trivializing the struggle without entering into it by putting ourselves in the other person’s shoes. Sometimes, there is nothing more encouraging than a Bible verse spoken with love at just the right moment.

Prov 25:11 A word aptly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver.

But there are few things worse than a Bible verse spoken without compassion as a one-size-fits-all solution to YOUR problem. Talking about the struggles of being single, I once heard someone say, “When God saw that Adam was lonely, He gave Adam a woman, not a Bible verse!” God didn’t even say, “You have Me, the Almighty God, the Creator of the universe. Aren’t I enough for you?”

You see, when we are in great distress the best comfort is often not what is spoken but what is done in other ways.

· It is someone who comes over and gives us a longer than usual hug or who lets us cry on their shoulder.

· It is someone who invites us over for a meal or takes us out to a movie.

· It is someone who embraces the pain and the lack of an answer for it.

Think about the account of Job:
Job 1:13-22 One day when Job's sons and daughters were feasting and drinking wine at the oldest brother's house, 14 a messenger came to Job and said, "The oxen were plowing and the donkeys were grazing nearby, 15 and the Sabeans attacked and carried them off. They put the servants to the sword, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!" 16 While he was still speaking, another messenger came and said, "The fire of God fell from the sky and burned up the sheep and the servants, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!" 

(Notice that even back then God got the credit for something bad that He didn’t do!)

17 While he was still speaking, another messenger came and said, "The Chaldeans formed three raiding parties and swept down on your camels and carried them off. They put the servants to the sword, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!" 18 While he was still speaking, yet another messenger came and said, "Your sons and daughters were feasting and drinking wine at the oldest brother's house, 19 when suddenly a mighty wind swept in from the desert and struck the four corners of the house. It collapsed on them and they are dead, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!" 20 At this, Job got up and tore his robe and shaved his head. Then he fell to the ground in worship 21 and said: "Naked I came from my mother's womb, and naked I will depart. The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away; may the name of the LORD be praised." 22 In all this, Job did not sin by charging God with wrongdoing. 

You get the picture: one day everything is great, the next Job is bankrupt and heartbroken. But it doesn’t stop there…

Job 2:7-13 So Satan went out from the presence of the LORD and afflicted Job with painful sores from the soles of his feet to the top of his head. 8 Then Job took a piece of broken pottery and scraped himself with it as he sat among the ashes. 

Now Job is covered in sores as well. Poor, bereaved and sick –it’s hard to imagine how things can get any worse. But they do…

9 His wife said to him, "Are you still holding on to your integrity? Curse God and die!" 

He is broke, brokenhearted and hurting. What is his wife’s response? “Give up, you idiot. It is a waste of time. Curse God and die!”

Boy, I bet that was helpful! Apparently, they didn’t yet have marriage vows that said: “For richer, for poorer, for better, for worse, in sickness and in health…” Or Mrs. Job didn’t think they counted if it was this much poorer, sicker and worse!

But Job is an incredible person.

10 He replied, "You are talking like a foolish woman. Shall we accept good from God, and not trouble?" In all this, Job did not sin in what he said.

Now finally something good happens.

11 When Job's three friends, Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite, heard about all the troubles that had come upon him, they set out from their homes and met together by agreement to go and sympathize with him and comfort him. 12 When they saw him from a distance, they could hardly recognize him; they began to weep aloud, and they tore their robes and sprinkled dust on their heads. 13 Then they sat on the ground with him for seven days and seven nights. No one said a word to him, because they saw how great his suffering was.

Three of Job’s friends hear about his troubles and come to comfort him. For a whole week they just sit with him in silence. Then, when he cannot hold it in anymore, Job vents.

Job 3:1-26 After this, Job opened his mouth and cursed the day of his birth. 2 He said: 3 "May the day of my birth perish, and the night it was said, 'A boy is born!' 4 That day-- may it turn to darkness; may God above not care about it; may no light shine upon it. 5 May darkness and deep shadow claim it once more; may a cloud settle over it; may blackness overwhelm its light. 6 That night-- may thick darkness seize it; may it not be included among the days of the year nor be entered in any of the months. 7
May that night be barren; may no shout of joy be heard in it. 8 May those who curse days curse that day, those who are ready to rouse Leviathan. 9 May its morning stars become dark; may it wait for daylight in vain and not see the first rays of dawn, 10 for it did not shut the doors of the womb on me to hide trouble from my eyes. 

11 "Why did I not perish at birth, and die as I came from the womb? 12 Why were there knees to receive me and breasts that I might be nursed? 13 For now I would be lying down in peace; I would be asleep and at rest 14 with kings and counselors of the earth, who built for themselves places now lying in ruins, 15 with rulers who had gold, who filled their houses with silver. 16 Or why was I not hidden in the ground like a stillborn child, like an infant who never saw the light of day? 17 There the wicked cease from turmoil, and there the weary are at rest. 18 Captives also enjoy their ease; they no longer hear the slave driver's shout. 19 The small and the great are there, and the slave is freed from his master. 

20 "Why is light given to those in misery, and life to the bitter of soul, 21 to those who long for death that does not come, who search for it more than for hidden treasure, 22 who are filled with gladness and rejoice when they reach the grave? 23 Why is life given to a man whose way is hidden, whom God has hedged in? 24 For sighing comes to me instead of food; my groans pour out like water. 25 What I feared has come upon me; what I dreaded has happened to me. 26 I have no peace, no quietness; I have no rest, but only turmoil."

You get the picture: Job says, “I wish I was dead; no, I wish I had never been born; no I wish the day I was born on didn’t exist!” It continues:

Job 4:1-6 Then Eliphaz the Temanite replied: 2 "If someone ventures a word with you, will you be impatient? But who can keep from speaking? 3 Think how you have instructed many, how you have strengthened feeble hands. 4 Your words have supported those who stumbled; you have strengthened faltering knees. 5 But now trouble comes to you, and you are discouraged; it strikes you, and you are dismayed. 6 Should not your piety be your confidence and your blameless ways your hope? 

Eli replies, “You’ve seen others struggle and you’ve helped them, so you shouldn’t be surprised when trouble comes knocking on your own door. Shouldn‘t you be confident because of the quality of the life you have lived?”

He keeps going for quite a while and then concludes:

Job 5:17-27 "Blessed is the man whom God corrects; so do not despise the discipline of the Almighty. 18 For he wounds, but he also binds up; he injures, but his hands also heal. 19 From six calamities he will rescue you; in seven no harm will befall you. 20 In famine he will ransom you from death, and in battle from the stroke of the sword. 21 You will be protected from the lash of the tongue, and need not fear when destruction comes. 22 You will laugh at destruction and famine, and need not fear the beasts of the earth. 23 For you will have a covenant with the stones of the field, and the wild animals will be at peace with you. 24 You will know that your tent is secure; you will take stock of your property and find nothing missing. 25 You will know that your children will be many, and your descendants like the grass of the earth. 26 You will come to the grave in full vigor, like sheaves gathered in season. 
27 "We have examined this, and it is true. So hear it and apply it to yourself."

Basically Eli says, “Job, buddy, it’s good when God corrects you. Don’t despise His discipline. He may have wounded you but He will heal you, too He may have allowed you to experience calamities but He will rescue you and restore you.” And then he finishes with the clincher, “Hey, you and me have talked about this and it is true. So hear it and apply it to yourself.”

Friends, let me ask you a question: What is wrong with Eli’s theology? Not much as far as I can tell – In fact, I think he is right on the money! But this isn’t helping, is it? Why not? Job doesn’t really need answers – not yet, anyway – he probably knows that there aren’t any good ones available. And he certainly doesn’t need the little bit of attitude that slips into Eli’s conversation.

For the next 30 or so chapters Job and his friends go back and forth, Job venting, his friends instructing. Then in chapter 38 God has heard enough and shows up and puts them all straight! And He does it without really answering a single question Job has raised!

Afterwards Job responds to God saying:

Job 42:2-6 "I know that you can do all things; no plan of yours can be thwarted. 3 [You asked,] 'Who is this that obscures my counsel without knowledge?' Surely I spoke of things I did not understand, things too wonderful for me to know. 4 ["You said,] 'Listen now, and I will speak; I will question you, and you shall answer me.' 5 My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you. 6 Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes."

Then we read…

Job 42:7-8 After the LORD had said these things to Job, he said to Eliphaz the Temanite, "I am angry with you and your two friends, because you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has. 8 So now take seven bulls and seven rams and go to my servant Job and sacrifice a burnt offering for yourselves. My servant Job will pray for you, and I will accept his prayer and not deal with you according to your folly. You have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has."

This is staggering. Quite a lot of what Job says sounds like a pity party and quite a lot of what his friends say sounds pretty accurate to me. But God says to the friends, “You have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has.”

Again the problem was not their theology but their attitudes and probably the fact that they spoke too soon. In fact, I have said hundreds of words mainly to point out that Job’s friends were doing great until they started speaking!

Now, if you are like me this is a huge warning. Because I am primarily a teacher, if you have questions I will give you answers – sometimes I will even give you multiple choice answers and sometimes that can be helpful. I mean, I do think we need to develop a little bit of a theology of suffering. But a lot of the time people in pain are not looking for answers – they know that there aren’t any – instead they want us to join them in their pain. We will think some more about that in a few weeks when we reach Rom 12:15, which says: “Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn.”

I’m reading a book at the moment called The Shack about someone who experiences tragedy.  At one point in the book, one of the other characters says to him, 
“Honey, there’s no easy answer that will take your pain away. Believe me, if I had one, I’d use it now. I have no magic wand to wave over you and make it all better. Life takes a bit of time and a lot of relationship.” (p92)

Life takes a bit of time and a lot of relationship. That’s true, isn’t it? They say time is a healer. I’m not so sure – I think relationship is a healer and relationships take time.

Friends, I don’t have time to talk about the ministry of encouragement Jesus demonstrated on the road to Emmaus in Luke 24 or the ministry of Barnabas in Acts or the relationship between David and Jonathan. I don’t have time to explore the idea that encouraging others is to put courage into others, it is to stimulate their faith.

But let me say this – sooner or later pain and sorrow catches up with all of us. When it does, it is not a sign of our immaturity or lack of faith or even God getting even with us for our sins. When it happens, misunderstanding goes with the territory.

So let’s follow the advice James gives:

James 1:19-20 My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, 20 for man's anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.

Let’s be quick to listen, hug, spend time with and cook meals for others and slow to speak and let’s not think it is our job to put someone straight out of our own anger! This gift of encouragement and comfort is one that is best exercised gently. Listen to how Jesus practices it:

Matt 12:18-21 "Here is my servant whom I have chosen, the one I love, in whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on him, and he will proclaim justice to the nations. 19 He will not quarrel or cry out; no one will hear his voice in the streets. 20 A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out, till he leads justice to victory. 21 In his name the nations will put their hope." 

Matt 11:28-30 "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy and my burden is light."

The Gift of Giving

· What is the gift of giving?

· How do you use it?

· What are the tests you will face when using this gift?

Rom 12:8b if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously…

The word for “giving” simply means giving, sharing or imparting. This obviously includes giving money but I think we make a mistake to limit this gift exclusively to money.

John Wimber used to say something like, 
“To accomplish almost anything takes time, energy and money – when you lack one it will cost you more of the other two.” 
Sometimes the greatest thing we can give is our time. I know that I concur with Marva Dawn when she confesses that she is ashamed when she thinks about how stingy she is with her time. The giving of our time is such a precious gift especially if we also give our attention and really listen carefully to someone else.

However, having said that, I think we have addressed the need to give our time and our energy when we considered the gift of service and the need to listen when we considered the gift of encouragement. So, if I may, I would like to take a look at the gift of giving this morning as it relates to money.

Money is one of those subjects that I would rather not talk about much in church because there has been so much abuse and deception and it has turned off many people and been a stumbling block in the way of people following Christ. However, the Bible has quite a lot to say on that subject and so I cannot be faithful to teach the Scriptures without sometimes discussing it. I promise I will try not to use the Bible to manipulate you in any way.

This passage says, “if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously…” If God has given you the gift of giving – give! The word translated “generously” in this passage means not just “a lot” but also sincerely, without pretense or agenda.

Have you ever had someone give you something “with strings attached”? It’s not a good feeling, is it? As Christians, when we give, we need to do so with pure motives, not trying to impress someone or push an agenda. That means we need to give and then let go, give and then trust. If you cannot give to a church or a ministry without trying to manipulate what happens afterwards – don’t give to them. Give your gifts to those you trust. Ultimately, though you may give to people or churches, make sure you are, first and foremost, giving to God Himself.

Several years ago, I was on the receiving end of a wonderful example of a couple who exercised the gift of giving. They gave me a car because Ali and I didn’t have one at that time. Now, what they didn’t know was that I had just agreed to buy a car from someone else – so I asked them if they wanted their car back. They told me, “No, we gave you that car – what you do with it now, whether you drive it or sell it, is your business!” After a few rounds of “Are you sure?” – “Yes, we are sure,” I accepted the gift and sold it soon after to help pay for the other vehicle. 

To be honest I was quite taken aback by their generosity and the fact that they were so easily able to truly let go of control over their gift. This is the first test – giving without any strings attached. The second is closely related.

Matt 6:1-4 “Be careful not to do your 'acts of righteousness' before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. 2 So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. 3 But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4 so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.” 

Giving quietly, secretly, maybe even anonymously. It is hard for us not to want to get some credit for the good things we do. The temptation to let at least one or two people know about some great gift or sacrifice we make is incredible. Sometimes, I’ve been so impressed that I have done something in secret that I have just had to tell a couple of friends about it!

But friends, let me ask you a telling question: Do you want honor from people or rewards from God? Surely the second must be much more valuable?

The third temptation is not to give at all. Often we think that we will miss out on something if we give. I once heard someone say, “You are not completely free to give until you are no longer afraid of being poor.”

CS Lewis writes in his book Mere Christianity: 
“Charity – giving to the poor – is an essential part of Christian morality… I do not believe one can settle how much we ought to give. I am afraid the only safe rule is to give more than we can spare. In other words, if our expenditure on comforts, luxuries, amusements, etc., is up to the standard common among those with the same income as our own, we are probably giving away too little. If our charities do not at all pinch or hamper us, I should say they are too small. There ought to be things we should like to do and cannot because our charitable expenditure excludes them.” (The Quotable Lewis p245)

There should be an element of sacrifice in our giving. I could quote that corny story about the cow and the pig arguing about who is more generous. The cow points to all the pints of milk in the grocery store and says, “Look at all that – what have you given?” The pig points to a side of bacon and says, “Your milk represents a contribution but what I give represents a sacrifice!” But it’s way too corny so I’m not going to mention it!

I think all 3 of these temptations are symptoms of something bigger.

· If we can’t give for fear of missing out.

· If we give but need to be seen and applauded for doing so.

· If we give but need to manipulate or control what happens next.

All of these are ultimately trust issues.

· Can we trust God to provide for our needs?

· Can we trust God to reward us?

· Can we trust God to hold others accountable?

I’m not trying to make you feel bad – trusting God is hard most of the time. Especially for those who have had bad experiences trusting people while in their growing up years. But trusting God is also incredibly freeing. In trusting Him we find a level of peace and rest we never thought possible.

When we give we break the power of worry and greed in our lives. We don’t become less worried or less greedy by accumulating more, do we? At least that approach has NEVER worked for me. We become less worried and less greedy by giving to God and trusting Him. The more we are controlled by worry or greed, the more we need to break their grip by giving, by sharing what we have, by enjoying things without having to own them.

Listen again to the words of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount:
Matt 6:19-34 "Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. 20 But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 

22 "The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light. 23 But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness! 

24 "No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money. 

25 "Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? 26 Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? 27 Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? 

28 "And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. 29 Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. 30 If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? 31 So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' 32 For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. 33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 34 Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.

Perhaps this is why God says in 2 Cor 9:7: “Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.”
God loves a cheerful giver because when we give we are saying, “I trust You, Father. You will more than meet my needs.”

I remember hearing Mike Bickle talk about his desire that his lifestyle should say, “Jesus, is all the reward I want – Jesus is enough.” Not everyone is called to live simply but I know that Mike lived (probably still does) in a plain 3 bedroom home in a so-so neighborhood and drove a Honda Civic or Accord when he could have raked it in and lived a far more luxurious lifestyle.

Am I going to say anything about tithing? Oh, OK – if I must… I do not think tithing is a requirement upon NT believers. Yes, I know the practice started before the Law but then again so did circumcision and no one with even a basic grasp of the gospel is going to argue that it is binding on us today. 

I believe that what God mandated in the OT is something that should happen naturally in the life of a NT believer. We should want to give and give generously at that – if we need to be browbeaten, something is altogether wrong. You see, God is a giver and if we allow Him to live through us, giving will happen naturally – it won’t need to be forced. God allows us to give because of what it does in us – not because He lacks something.

Listen to Ps 50:9-12: “I have no need of a bull from your stall or of goats from your pens, 10 for every animal of the forest is mine, and the cattle on a thousand hills. 11 I know every bird in the mountains, and the creatures of the field are mine. 12 If I were hungry I would not tell you, for the world is mine, and all that is in it.”
Friends, God doesn’t need us. He has no shortage or lack of any kind. He invites us to give, to partner with Him for our sake and the dignity it brings to our lives, not because Heaven has a struggling economy or He is about to file bankruptcy!

Friends, let’s give as an act of worship, let’s give because we trust Him, let’s give because we love Him, let’s give because we want to. Let’s give cheerfully and generously because God has given to us in just those ways.

The Gift of Leadership

· What is the gift of leadership?

· What are some of the tests or temptations that come with it?

Rom 12:8c if it is leadership, let him govern diligently…

The word translated as leadership in this passage literally means “to stand in front.” It is translated elsewhere in these ways:
1 Thes 5:12-13 (emphasis mine) Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and who admonish you. 13 Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work. 

1 Tim 3:4 (emphasis mine) He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him with proper respect.

1 Tim 5:17 (emphasis mine) The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching.

Titus 3:8 (emphasis mine) This is a trustworthy saying. And I want you to stress these things, so that those who have trusted in God may be careful to devote themselves to doing what is good. 

Marva Dawn is helpful when she explains that it literally means:

“to stand before” and thus is defined as so to “influence others as to cause them to follow a recommended course of action” – “to guide, to direct, to lead.” This leads to a secondary meaning, “to be engaged in helping or aiding.” Furthermore, in some instances in the New Testament the verb stresses engaging “in something with intense devotion.” (p131)

The instruction to leaders to govern diligently picks up the last part of this definition as it means to do so earnestly, diligently and eagerly.

Did you notice what Paul just said? God has given you a grace gift so use it by working hard! He elaborates on that idea in 1 Cor 15:10 when he says, “But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them-- yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me.”

John Piper says, 
“God does not say, ‘Since I work, you shouldn’t.’  He says, “Because I do, you can.”  God’s grace does not replace our effort; it enables and carries it.”

Dallas Willard explains with this wonderful quote: 
“Grace is opposed to earning, which is an attitude, not effort, which is an action.”
That is a very important distinction that we often forget. Certainly one of the temptations we face with any spiritual gift, particularly leadership, is to be lazy, to adopt a passive approach and say, “Well, if it is a grace gift then I should be able to use it without working up a sweat!” In other words, because God gave it to us in the first place He should do all the work afterwards too. But there are ways we can cultivate each gift and the main way indicated in Rom 12 is by exercising them! 

Again Marva is helpful when she says, 
“A caring zeal enables us to find the balance in leadership between the overproductivity that characterizes workaholics and the mediocrity of those who limit their work to just enough to get by.”

Her quote brings up the flip side of laziness – leaders who are workaholics. The temptation to be driven or ambitious is also very common among leaders. Dietrich Bonhoeffer says this in his book Life Together (p16):
God hates visionary dreaming; it makes the dreamer proud and pretentious. The man who fashions a visionary ideal of community demands that it be realized by God, by others, and by himself. He enters the community of Christians with his demands, sets up his own law, and judges the brethren and God Himself accordingly. He stands adamant, a living reproach to all others in the circle of the brethren. He acts as if he is the creator of Christian community, as if his dream binds men together. When things do not go his way, he calls the effort a failure. When his ideal picture is destroyed, he sees the community going to smash. So he becomes, first an accuser of his brethren, then an accuser of God, and finally the despairing accuser of himself.

Because God has already laid the only foundation of our fellowship, because God has bound us together in one body with other Christians in Jesus Christ, long before we entered into common life with them, we enter into that common life not as demanders but as thankful recipients. We thank God for what he has done for us. We thank God for giving us brethren who live by his call, by his forgiveness, and his promise. We do not complain of what God does not give us; we rather thank God for what he does give us daily. And is not what has been given us enough: brothers, who will go on living with us through sin and need under the blessing of his grace? Is the divine gift of Christian fellowship anything less than this, any day, even the most difficult and distressing day? Even when sin and misunderstanding burden the communal life, is not the sinning brother still a brother, with whom I, too, stand under the Word of Christ? Will not his sin be a constant occasion for me to give thanks that both of us may live in the forgiving love of God in Jesus Christ? Thus the very hour of disillusionment with my brother becomes incomparably salutary, because it so thoroughly teaches me that neither of us can ever live by our words and deeds, but only by that one Word and Deed which really binds us together - the forgiveness of sins in Jesus Christ. When the morning mists of dreams vanish, then draws the bright day of Christian fellowship.
You see, anyone can fall into this trap. Have you ever visited a church and thought to yourself during the service, “That isn’t the way to do that!”? Or come to church with a long list of expectations – not all of which are reasonable?

At our church retreat I was convinced we would not be able to move forward until we let God take all our ideas of how it is supposed to be and put them through a shredder! We needed a clean slate… I, personally, needed a clean slate.

You see, one of the dangers of leadership is thinking that you are supposed to do this, that you have a right to dictate how it is going to be. Now, there is a fine line here because a leader should set some parameters but they need to be based on the teaching of Scripture and the leading of the Spirit, not just the leader’s opinion and/or personal preferences.

When Destiny first started I had an idea of how it was supposed to be and set out to take us in that direction. I believed that our church, any church, should be vision driven. In other words, this is who God has called us to be, so that is the way it is going to be. But I didn’t allow much for who God had placed in our church. It was pretty much a situation where I was attempting to force square pegs through round holes!

The only way I know to explain this is to parallel it with sports. In soccer (and I’m guessing most sports) you can either build your team around your strategy or you can build your strategy around your team. Either way can work very effectively.

I started the first way: “This is our game plan so everyone find your positions and let’s get started.” But I have been moving progressively to the second, trying to look at who is in our church and how that shapes what we do.

Let me give you a couple of examples, hopefully without causing too much embarrassment:

If Julie Sumwalt was not a part of our church I would rarely, if ever, consider people with special needs. If Stanley was not a part of our church I doubt we would sing any hymns. 
I could adopt an approach that says:

· “Our calling is not to minister to those with special needs.” 

· “Hymns are a thing of the past; we need to press on with modern worship because it cultivates intimacy with God.”

But what I am in the process of learning to ask is something more like:

· “If God has placed Julie here then maybe we should attempt to reach out to the people on her heart.”

· “If God has placed Stanley here maybe we should give him the opportunity to engage in worship during our services.”

And here’s the thing: How many of you know that we are richer because Stanley and Julie are a part of our church?
· How many of you have grown in your awareness of the needs of those with disabilities?

· How many of you have discovered how awesome some of the hymns are?

You see, we need what Julie and Stanley bring to our church. And if the church really is a body, made up of many members, then we need what each person brings. 
And over the course of time we need to find ways to express each of those gifts and passions.

Now don’t get idealistic and think that means that we will express every gift equally or at the same time – that’s just not going to happen. We still need to be Spirit led and we do not have an unlimited budget! But my point is that we discover who we are and what we are called to do as individuals by looking at who God has made us and especially what gifts and abilities He has given and what passions or convictions He has put in our hearts.

Surely, that is equally true, though more difficult to do, when we think of our church as a body – as a person, if you will. In other words, we allow for the church to grow and (dare I say it) evolve from the inside out rather than just dictating how it should be from the outside.

I know very well that I have fallen short on both these counts – I have been both a driven leader and a lazy leader and I ask your forgiveness.

Let’s keep going. Leadership is almost always a gift that is coupled with other gifts, especially those that involve speaking.

I read earlier from 1 Tim 5:17 (emphasis mine) “The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching.”
While we certainly can and should influence others with our actions, we can also do so with persuasive words. Hopefully, as I speak Sunday after Sunday you grow in your knowledge and experience of God, your understanding of your gifts and have your passions and convictions shaped by the Bible. Because it is together as a team that we can accomplish the work of God. For leadership to accomplish anything it must be complimented by other gifts in the same person and in those the leader works with.

As we have taken a look at Romans 12 and the gifts in particular, how many of you have become more aware of who you are and who you are not? None of us has every gift and even the gifts that we share in common are all at different stages of development. But there is something freeing about acknowledging this. I am not called to do it all – you are not called to do it all. We are called to function as a body.

Marva says, 
“The more precisely we know what are not our gifts but someone else’s, the more surely we can move in those directions God has chosen for us.” (p131)

Sometimes we struggle to find our gifts because we are trying to be who we are not. And this idea that we have to do everything ourselves is another dangerous temptation for leaders. “If you want the job done right, do it yourself!”
That is a terrible quote!

How many of you know that there are a very limited number of jobs you can do really well yourself and a whole heap of jobs where the first step to doing it right is to get help?

Have you seen that ad on TV? The one with the doctor telling his patient how to operate on himself? He says something like, “Now make a one inch incision in the center of your chest.” And the patient says, “Shouldn’t you be doing this?”

You see, we may be able to pick up something using our feet or even our teeth but hands are so much better, aren’t they?

The church God has called us to be is one where we fill our unique role, using our gifts to bless everyone. So if you have the gift of leadership – lead diligently! Beware of the twin temptations to be lazy or be driven and also the temptation to do it all yourself. There are more temptations - people pleasing also springs to mind - but this is enough for today. Also remember to find others who can compliment your gifts so that God will be glorified and people will be blessed!

The Gift of Mercy

· What is the gift of mercy?

· Why should we show mercy to others?

· How do we express mercy?

· What are some of the tests or temptations that come with it?

Rom 12:8d if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.

The word translated as showing mercy in this passage means “to have compassion, to show mercy, to help or care for anyone in need or distress.” (Thayers and Stott)

Why should we show mercy to others? All of us should get into the habit of showing mercy for at least 2 reasons:
1 Pet 2:9-10 But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 10 Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.

…Because we have received mercy ourselves.

Luke 6:36-38 Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. 37 Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. 38 Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.
…Because we want mercy to be shown to us when we are in need.

Anyone here ever received mercy? Anyone suspect that sooner or later you may need mercy again?

In the gospels, one of the main ways we see Jesus showing mercy is by bringing healing and deliverance.

Luke 18:35-43 As Jesus approached Jericho, a blind man was sitting by the roadside begging. 36 When he heard the crowd going by, he asked what was happening. 37 They told him, "Jesus of Nazareth is passing by." 38 He called out, "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!" 39 Those who led the way rebuked him and told him to be quiet, but he shouted all the more, "Son of David, have mercy on me!" 40 Jesus stopped and ordered the man to be brought to him. When he came near, Jesus asked him, 41 "What do you want me to do for you?" "Lord, I want to see," he replied. 42 Jesus said to him, "Receive your sight; your faith has healed you." 43 Immediately he received his sight and followed Jesus, praising God. When all the people saw it, they also praised God.

He also links mercy with forgiveness.

Matt 18:21-35 Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, "Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?" 22 Jesus answered, "I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. 23 "Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. 24 As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. 25 Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 26 "The servant fell on his knees before him. 'Be patient with me,' he begged, 'and I will pay back everything.' 27 The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. 28 "But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. 'Pay back what you owe me!' he demanded. 29 "His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, 'Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.' 30 "But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. 31 When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. 32 "Then the master called the servant in. 'You wicked servant,' he said, 'I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. 33 Shouldn't you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?' 34 In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. 35 "This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart." 

Those are certainly very important ways we can express mercy but, again, I think this is a very broad gift. 
James 1:27 “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.”
James particularly highlights looking after orphans and widows. In the OT God also tells His people to have mercy on the poor and on foreigners. 

Lev 19:9-10 When you reap the harvest of your land, do not reap to the very edges of your field or gather the gleanings of your harvest. 10 Do not go over your vineyard a second time or pick up the grapes that have fallen. Leave them for the poor and the alien. I am the LORD your God.

It seems to me that obvious candidates for mercy are orphans, widows, the poor, the marginalized, the oppressed, the sick, the disabled and those who distressed or grieving. But I think we should avoid trying to put a tight definition around those needing mercy, as it could be anyone.

The type of mercy shown will of course vary with the needs of the individual. It could be by giving:

· Food

· Clothing 

· Shelter

· Money

· Friendship

· Physical or Emotional Care 

· Listening

· Speaking up on someone’s behalf

What tests or temptations come to those with this gift? Our passage points out the first one:

“If it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.”

The greatest temptation is to show mercy begrudgingly or reluctantly instead of joyfully and cheerfully. Perhaps, one of the keys to being able to do that is to realize that we cannot meet every need we become aware of. Every gift comes with the potential of overuse and burnout. People with a gift of mercy are perhaps the most vulnerable to this temptation. It is usually harder for them to say “No” than it is for the rest of us. 

This also leads them being extremely exposed to getting hurt. It is impossible to show mercy on a regular basis without occasionally being conned. I know for sure that I have been suckered a couple of times in the last few years myself and I don’t even think I have a gift of mercy!

Actually, most of the times when I’ve been conned, something didn’t sit right with me to begin with, but I wasn’t sure if it was OK to say “No.” Most of us feel that way. If we have money and someone else says they have needs, can we say, “Sorry, but I am not helping you this time” without incurring God’s anger?

Over the years I have tried to make a distinction between benevolence and ongoing financial aid. 
Benevolence is giving to those who find themselves in need in a one-off sort of way. Their car breaks down, they have unexpected medical bills, funeral costs, etc. So we help meet those needs.

Ongoing financial aid is for those who are unable to support themselves due to some limitation or other. Perhaps they are mentally or physically disabled and will most likely never be able to make a living for themselves. Perhaps they are temporarily unable to cope through severe bereavement or other loss and need help for a few weeks or months until they can get back on their feet.

These kinds of distinctions help us to understand our role and responsibilities toward others. Let me give you a couple of examples from the Scriptures.

1 Tim 5:3-10 Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need. 4 But if a widow has children or grandchildren, these should learn first of all to put their religion into practice by caring for their own family and so repaying their parents and grandparents, for this is pleasing to God. 5 The widow who is really in need and left all alone puts her hope in God and continues night and day to pray and to ask God for help. 6 But the widow who lives for pleasure is dead even while she lives. 7 Give the people these instructions, too, so that no one may be open to blame. 8 If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever. 9 No widow may be put on the list of widows unless she is over sixty, has been faithful to her husband, 10 and is well known for her good deeds, such as bringing up children, showing hospitality, washing the feet of the saints, helping those in trouble and devoting herself to all kinds of good deeds.

Paul starts out saying: “Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need.” So apparently, there are widows who are really in need and widows who just appear to be in need or perhaps are in need in the short term only.

A widow in need that the church should support in an ongoing way is one who is:

· Over 60

· Without family who can take care of her

· Faithful in prayer

· Faithful to her husband

· Known for her good deeds

That’s a pretty tough set of criteria!

On the flip side to that is this example from II Th 3:10-12: For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule: "If a man will not work, he shall not eat." 11 We hear that some among you are idle. They are not busy; they are busybodies. 12 Such people we command and urge in the Lord Jesus Christ to settle down and earn the bread they eat.
The key word here is “will.” If a man will not work – not if a man cannot work, or is unable to find work but if a man refuses to work. Listen, if we help those who are lazy or who are financially irresponsible we are reinforcing those habits.

When someone asks for financial support multiple times, I think it is only right that we ask a few questions and look at the bigger picture:

· Do they need help budgeting?

· Are they living beyond their needs?

· Are they being lazy or greedy?

· Do they give to others in need?

I’m all for helping people but I see little point in delaying the inevitable by a month or two if we don’t use that time to address the underlying issue. I’ve known people repeatedly ask for money when:

· They are fit and healthy but only work 25 hours a week

· They are single and cannot pay rent on their 2 or 3 bedroom apartment 

· They cannot pay their utility bill because they have their heat or A/C cranked up twice as far as the rest of us.

I’m not trying to be mean but we’ve probably all experienced situations when we have given to someone who had a dubious need and then been unable to give to someone who we come across soon after who had an undeniable need. All I’m trying to do is let you know that it is OK to make distinctions between needs and say “No” sometimes.

I have come up with one more rule of thumb when it comes to financial requests: I do not show mercy to those not asking for mercy. 

What do I mean by that? I mean that if the person asking for money asks with an attitude of entitlement – “You owe me” – as opposed to mercy – “I know you don’t have to but would you think about it anyway…” – then I say “No”.

Now, there should be exceptions to that, I’m sure, but I still think it is a pretty good starting point. In fact, most of the people we should show mercy to will either not ask at all or ask slightly sheepishly with a little reluctance or embarrassment.

I am almost as concerned about manipulation when it comes to raising money for the poor and needy as I am about it when it is used to raise money for the local church.

So again we see there are twin tests to those with the gift of mercy:

· Giving mercy cheerfully, not begrudgingly. 

· Saying “No” to some who ask because it is more appropriate and, ultimately, more merciful than saying, “Yes.”
Perhaps, if you have the gift of mercy you need to forgive someone who has taken advantage of you or you need to ask God’s forgiveness for enabling someone in their bad habits. Perhaps you need God to remind you of His mercy towards you and refresh this gift in your life.

Loving others by hating evil and wanting good

We’ve been thinking about spiritual gifts and looking at some aspects of each gift and the unique opportunities and challenges they bring but Paul changes gears as we reach verse 9 of Romans 12.

So today I want us to consider these questions:

· What is the relationship between love and spiritual gifts?

· What does it really mean to love someone?

· How can we grow in expressing love to others?

Rom 12:9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.

Paul brings us back to something completely central – the relationship between love and spiritual gifts. Here’s what he says: Whatever our gifts are, we must use them in love.

“Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.”

The rest of the chapter builds on this idea, adding different expressions and components of love.

· V9-16 are focused on loving our brothers and sisters in the faith and 

· V17-21 are focused on loving our enemies

The same basic transitions we noted in Romans 12 are also seen in 1 Cor 12-13.

· God has made us His body

· As members in it, we have different gifts and ministries

· We must live in that body and express those gifts with love

We have become so used to thinking of 1 Cor 13 in the context of marriage that we often forget that it is primarily written about our relationships within the church and specifically about how we should express our gifts in the context of community. Listen to this chapter, but think of it within the context of our church, our relationships and the expression of our unique gifts.

1 Cor 13:1-13 If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. 3 If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing. 

4 Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 5 It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. 6 Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. 7 It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. 

8 Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 9 For we know in part and we prophesy in part, 10 but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears. 11 When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me. 12 Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 

13 And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.

Paul says, “Don’t think you are something special just because God has given you a cool gift. If you exercise it with pride instead of love – it is meaningless. And that’s true even if you make great sacrifices in using your gift!”
It is in finding our place within the church and using our gifts where we need to be:  

· Patient

· Kind

· Not envious or boastful or proud, 

· Not rude or self-seeking or easily angered, 

· Not keeping a record of wrongs, not delighting in evil but rejoicing with the truth, 

· Protective, trusting, hopeful and persevering. 

Because where spiritual gifts alone will sometimes fail - Love never fails. Do you realize that your spiritual gifts do nothing for some people? For example, not everyone likes or relates to the style of teaching I do. So if I limit myself to trying to bless them through that gift I won’t get anywhere. But I can still bless them by loving them.

Ultimately, love will always bring glory to God, bless other people and draw them to Him. So expressions of love trump expressions of our gifts. Ah - but if you can put the two together then you can really bless someone!

Unfortunately, there are few words in the English language that have been more misused than love. So let’s take a closer look at how Paul tells us to love - At what it means to really love someone.

Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.

First, he uses the word “agape.” John Stott comments:
“So far in Romans all references to agape have been to the love of God – demonstrated on the cross (5:8), poured into our hearts (5:5) and doggedly refusing to let go (8:35, 39).”

So we are to love others the way God loves others. In fact, we are to love others with God’s love for them. You see, most of what follows is more or less impossible unless we are filled with God’s love. Especially this first requirement - that love must be sincere.

Sincere here translates a word meaning without hypocrisy. And the origin of hypocrisy comes from references to those who are actors in a play. In other words, our love should be real not just a show. We act out of genuine love for others not just fake expressions to be seen and applauded by whoever is watching.

The problem with this is that we can’t do it without God’s help. I mean, we don’t love everybody, do we? That’s why we have to connect with God’s love for the one in need or the one we are trying to bless.

Seriously, praying for healing or speaking a word of encouragement or prophecy is usually pretty easy if you are able to remind yourself of God’s love for the one you are ministering to and then just offer yourself as a channel through which He can reach out and bless them. That’s because unlike us - He does love everyone.

If we don’t approach ministry that way, we tend to try to conjure up feelings of love for someone which aren’t always there. When that happens we are usually impotent at best and destructive at worst.

Again Stott is helpful. He writes: 
“Indeed love and hypocrisy exclude one another. ‘If love is the sum of virtue, and hypocrisy the epitome of vice,’ wrote John Murray, ‘what a contradiction to bring these together!’ Yet there is such a thing as pretence-love, which was displayed in its vilest form in the betraying kiss of Judas.” P330
OK, so love must be sincere. What else? Love must “hate what is evil; cling to what is good.” We must want good, not evil for the one we are loving. That means loving the sinner but hating the sin.

Unfortunately, today many sinners demand that we love them and accept them and their sin. They have become so bonded to their sin, so identified with it that they are unable to see its destructive effects or define themselves apart from it. But if we are to love sincerely, to love as God loves, to love with God’s love, we must love in a way that is discerning.

You may recall a phrase I used to say quite often a few years ago: “God loves us the way we are, but He loves us too much to leave us the way we are.” You see, love isn’t passive in the face of evil. Love hates evil and the effects of evil on the beloved. It utterly detests and abhors evil, it is horrified by evil.

Seriously, if we love someone, can we be passive in the face of their addiction to drugs or pornography? Do you think God is passive toward those things? Or do you think God hates those things with a passion? 

I know that sounds like a contradiction: “If you want to love you must hate…”– but it isn’t when you really stop to think about it. If we are to love the way God loves, to love with His love – we must hate what He hates.

.

Love is wanting what is good for the beloved. Love wants the best for him or her. But what does that mean? Love wants the beloved to have a bigger house or a better car or a pay raise and a promotion? Maybe - but those things may or may not be good for them. Sometimes money or success can be the worst thing that happens to us. They can easily make us arrogant or cocky or self-satisfied or, or, or…

But if that isn’t the good we should want for the one we are loving, what is? Well where else in this chapter does Paul talk about good?

v2 Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is-- his good, pleasing and perfect will.

You see, the good that we should cling to, the good that we are seeking to glue, stick, firmly fasten and cement to the one we are loving is the will of God for them. Listen, if you forget everything else this morning, remember this definition:

Loving someone means wanting God’s will for them.

That is the good that Paul is talking about not the superficial stuff that we usually think of. And God’s will circles us right back around through this chapter again.

God’s will is for the one we are loving:

· To experience His mercy

· To offer himself or herself to God in worship

· To be transformed by God instead of conformed by this world

· To have their mind renewed to recognize the goodness of God’s will 

· To be able to make an accurate assessment of who he or she is

· To believe that who God has made them is good enough

· To recognize and embrace being a part of the community of faith

· To discover and use their gifts for God’s glory and the blessing of others 

· To love others sincerely, hating evil and clinging to good.

So how can we grow in expressing love to others?

Marva Dawn points to I Jn 4:7-8: Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. 8 Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.

You see, if we love others because we have been born of God and know God surely we will love more if we get to know God better. God is the source of love, not just the example of loving. We love more as we get to know Him better and experience His love for us and other people.

Let’s pray

Eph 3:14-19 For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. 16 I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge-- that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.

Expressions of love for our brothers and sisters

· How do we go about showing our love for each other as brothers and sisters in Christ?

· What kind of expressions or components does that love have?

· Do we all express love in the same way?

· And can we find the same expression of love demonstrated in the life of Jesus Himself?

We began to make a transition last week: from thinking about spiritual gifts to considering the need to express those gifts and indeed our faith in general through love. We focused on the first and perhaps most crucial expression of our love in Rom 12:9 and I’d like to continue by looking at verses 10-16 this morning.

Verses 10-16 focus on additional components or expressions of love in the context of Christian community. Now, just as certain spiritual gifts come more naturally to us, so will certain expressions of love.

Marva Dawn says (p142):
Let’s avoid the danger of making certain expressions of love normative in Christian circles. 

By God’s gifting some persons are more outgoing and warmly affectionate; others demonstrate his love in quiet ways that are just as genuine. Some persons are more suited to hospitality (Rom. 12:13) or are more able to pursue peace (v.18). Others are able to be deeply compassionate in sharing the emotions of others (v. 15) or are empowered for fervent prayer (v. 12). Though the rest of Romans 12 describes attributes that we all want to incorporate more thoroughly into our lives, we dare not become legalistic in expecting all of these traits to take the same forms or be equally manifested in each of us.

This is why we must be careful to notice that Paul’s description of the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23 is decisively singular. The fruit of the Spirit is manifested in nine different ways… Our proportions of the nine manifestations are uniquely different, though we all want more and more to reflect each of the qualities. Furthermore, together the Christian community manifests them all.

Friends, just as between us we manifest the spiritual gifts, it is also between us as a family of faith that we manifest these expressions of love. That means we don’t need to beat ourselves up when we are not very good at one of these expressions because someone else will be strong in that expression and so if we all do our part - the family will still demonstrate it.

And let’s remember that loving people in these ways is only possible for any of us when we love others with God’s love for them. So let’s continue through these different expressions and see where God has gifted and enabled each one of us.

10 Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. 

The next expression of love is devotion or affection, loving our brothers and sisters in the faith in the same way we love our families. It is the natural affection shared between families, the fondness for each other, the cherishing of each other that is often displayed within family life.

Honor one another above yourselves. 

As well as affection, there should be honor. Esteeming each other, valuing each other, showing dignity toward each other. Treating each other in this way is profoundly countercultural and extremely empowering to the one on the receiving end.

11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 

Zeal or enthusiasm is the next expression of love. It is easy to look down on enthusiasm isn’t it? We often think of it as misguided or an expression of immaturity that will calm down given time. Sadly, it often does!

But Paul pictures us striving to be full of fiery passion as we serve our Lord. The image he uses is of a boiling liquid. Most likely, he is referring to the fire of the Holy Spirit in our lives. 

12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 

Next is hope. It is hope that gives us joy, enables us to be patient under pressure and faithful in prayer. When we lose hope, those other qualities are hard to find. Joy evaporates, patience snaps and prayer wanes.

13 Share with God's people who are in need. 

Next comes generosity – sharing what we have with others who are in need. James 2:15-16 Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. 16 If one of you says to him, "Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed," but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it?
Practice hospitality. More literally, pursue hospitality. Generosity is shown to those in need, but hospitality is shown to visitors, even strangers.

14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 

Blessing. While persecution normally comes from outside the church, there are times when we fight among ourselves. In those times love means blessing not cursing those who are harassing us.

15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 

Solidarity. Stott (p333): 

Love never stands aloof from other people’s joys or pains. Love identifies with them, sings with them and suffers with them. Love enters deeply into their experiences and their emotions, their laughter and their tears, and feels solidarity with them, whatever their mood.

16 Live in harmony with one another. 

Harmony. Sharing the same basic convictions and concerns, and living together and working together based on them.

Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 

Humility. Forgetting status and reputation for the sake of relationship.

If we stop to think about these expressions of love we can find all of them shown through the life of Jesus:
· He expressed sincerity when he both blessed and rebuked Peter within a few minutes of each other – blessing the good but hating the evil.

· He expressed devotion by laying down His life for His friends.

· He expressed honor by calling His disciples not just servants, but friends.

· He expressed zeal by throwing the money changers out of the temple making His disciples remember the quote: “Zeal for your house will consume me…” (John 2:17)

· He expressed joy and hope when in the words of Heb 12:2 He “for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”

· He expressed generosity and hospitality by feeding the multitudes when they had nothing to eat.

· He expressed blessing, not cursing, when he cried out from the cross, “Father, forgive them for they do not know what they are doing.” (Luke 23:34)

· He expressed solidarity with others in good times and bad by attending weddings and many parties and also weeping at the death of Lazarus.

· He expressed harmony in his life, together with his family and also with his disciples even when it was not easy to get on the same page!

· He expressed humility more than we can imagine.

Phil 2:6-8 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 7 but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death-- even death on a cross!

Think about it: He was born among the poor, lived among the ordinary and died among the criminals.

As we see these expressions of love demonstrated in the life of Jesus, may we all be drawn to grow in our love for one another.

Overcoming Evil

· How should we relate to our enemies?

· How should we respond to evil?

John Stott summarizes Romans 12 in this way (p334):

When we are moved by the mercies of God, and when our minds have been renewed to grasp his will, all our relationships become transformed. Not only do we offer our bodies to God (1-2), and develop a sober self-image (3-8), and love one another in the Christian community (9-16), but now also we serve our enemies (17-21).

This final section dealing with our relationships with our enemies lists 3 don’ts, 3 things we must not do.

· Don’t repay anyone evil for evil

· Don’t take revenge

· Don’t be overcome by evil

At first glance that sounds very negative. But the reality is that our relationships with our enemies will be negative unless we can step back from these initial reactions to fight fire with fire. Unless we lay down these rights we have no hope of doing the positive things God asks of us. So let’s consider each one of these and also look at what positive actions God tells us to take instead.

17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. 18 If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 19 Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: "It is mine to avenge; I will repay," says the Lord. 

The first two deal with our desire to pay our enemies back for what they have done to us: Don’t repay, don’t retaliate. 
When someone wrongs us or hurts us – these are our immediate knee jerk reactions aren’t they? “Just you wait – I’ll get you back for this!” 

Sometimes there is no pause and we just do it – snapping back at someone with our own cutting remarks. That is bad enough – but thought through, premeditated revenge is even worse – in fact, much, much worse. We’ve all heard the line, “Revenge is a dish best served cold” but the Bible violently disagrees with that. Instead it says, “Revenge is not your domain – it belongs only to God.” As immature children, when we hear this, we want to stomp our feet and say, “But that’s not fair – he hurt me so I want to get him back myself!” 

When someone has hurt us we want to choose the time, the place, the method and the extent of the payback – we want to control it. But God says, “Leave it to Me!”

There are few things in life that demonstrate raw trust in God better than a person’s ability to hand over this responsibility to Him.

I think part of our problem as Christians is that we have experienced just enough of what God is like to know that, given half a chance, He will default to mercy, not punishment. It all sounds rather a lot like Jonah to me.

You remember the story? Now and then we should pull him back out of the children’s department and consider as adults – he has quite a lot to tell us – if we listen!

God tells Jonah to go and preach to his sworn enemies the Ninevites. Jonah says, “No chance, God” and makes a run for it. God says, “Sorry, Jonah this isn’t an optional assignment!” and arranges for Jonah’s vacation to be cut short! Jonah gets something less than first class seats on his journey back to God’s intended destination. When he arrives, Jonah conducts the most successful revival meetings of all time. 120,000 people – 100% of the population repent and turn to God in a day.

This sulky and apparently somewhat immature prophet is more successful in his preaching than Moses or Elijah or anyone else in the OT and he is more successful than Peter, Paul or Billy Graham. Friends, he is more successful, at least in the way we count things, than Jesus Christ Himself! 

Do you remember his response to this?

Jonah 4:1-3 But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. 2 He prayed to the LORD, "O LORD, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity. 3 Now, O LORD, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live."

Can you say, “Waaah”?

And it is funny because we can see so much of ourselves in him. We don’t actually trust Him to deal with it in the way we want. So we apply a blatantly obvious double standard: “God nail him! Throw the book at him, but show mercy to me!”

I think God’s response to that is, “Son, Daughter, I nailed Myself so I could show mercy to both of you!”

Don’t repay evil – instead do the right thing! And apparently though very few people do it, everybody knows what the right thing is! – making peace if at all possible.

Again the Bible is realistic – it acknowledges that not everyone is going to work with us. Perhaps that’s why it repeats almost the same thing again. Few things are more infuriating than this scenario when it goes badly:

· Someone deeply hurts us

· We retaliate in a measure we consider trivial compared with their actions

· Then we try to make things right by apologizing 

· And instead of turning round and apologizing back (as we hoped and expected they would) the person says something, “Well it’s about time you apologized…”

This puts us right back where we started. So God asks: 

· “Will you do it a second time?”

· “Will you hand the other person over to Me and let Me deal with them?”

· “Will you allow Me the room to work?”

· “I’ve already told you I will handle it. Will you trust me to do so?”

Stott says (p336):
“The very two activities which are prohibited to us (retaliation and punishment) are now said to belong to God. The reason the repayment or judging of evil is forbidden to us is not that it is wrong in itself (for evil deserves to be punished and should be), but that it is God’s prerogative, not ours. We are to ‘leave it to the wrath of God’, which is expressed now through the state’s administration of justice, since the magistrate is ‘God’s servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer’ (13:4), and which will be finally expressed on ‘the day of God’s wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed’ (2:5).

We must be careful not to confuse our responsibility as individuals to forgive and to leave it to God with our responsibility as citizens when called upon to act legitimately as God’s agents to bring about justice. (E.g. as police officers, lawyers, judges, parents…)
Here is what I want you to do instead of getting even:

20 On the contrary: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink…
Instead of paying her back, serve her, show hospitality to him. Repay them with love.

In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.”
What does this mean? John Stott lists 3 possibilities: 
· The burning coals are symbols of judgment

· The burning coals are symbols of the shame and remorse experienced when you realize how you have acted

· The burning coals are symbols of penitence

He elaborates on the 3rd possibility saying (p336):

“Recent commentators draw attention to an ancient Egyptian ritual in which a penitent would carry burning coals on his head as evidence of the reality of his repentance. In this case the coals are a ‘dynamic symbol of change of mind which takes place as a result of a deed of love’.

Even if the person who has hurt us does not respond in repentance, someone will notice and our actions will testify to the reality of our faith, the reality of Jesus living in us and through us. In the same way that people’s eyes were opened to the identity of Jesus by the way He responded to His persecutors on the cross, people’s eyes will be opened to Him when we respond to persecution in the same way.

21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

The chapter ends with Paul stepping back to point toward the big picture: When we try to overcome evil with evil – we are overcome by evil ourselves. The only way to overcome evil is to do so with good. When we do good, we serve God and His purposes. When we do evil, we serve the devil and his purposes.

CS Lewis explains this in TheLast Battle (the last in The Chronicles of Narnia series). The book speaks about a time when an ape realizes that there may be something to gain by creating a fake Aslan. After the deception has been exposed and the true Aslan appears a follower of the false god Tash has this encounter with Aslan (p188-189):
Then I fell at his feet and thought, Surely this is the hour of death, for the Lion (who is worthy of all honor) will know that I have served Tash all my days and not him. Nevertheless, it is better to see the Lion and die than to be Tisroc of the world and live and not to have seen him. But the Glorious One bent down his golden head and touched my forehead with his tongue and said, Son, thou art welcome. But I said, Alas, Lord, I am no son of thine but a servant of Tash. He answered, Child, all the service thou hast done to Tash, I account as service done to me. Then by reasons of my great desire for wisdom and understanding, I overcame my fear and questioned the Glorious One and said, Lord, is it then true, as the Ape said, that thou and Tash are one? The Lion growled so that the earth shook (but his wrath was not against me) and said, It is false. Not because he and I are one, but because we are opposites, I take to me the services which thou hast done to him. For I and he are of such different kinds that no service which is vile can be done to me, and none which is not vile can be done to him. Therefore if any man swear by Tash and keep his oath for the oath’s sake, it is by me that he has truly sworn, though he know it not, and it is I who reward him. And if any man do a cruelty in my name, then, though he says the name Aslan, it is Tash whom he serves and by Tash his deed is accepted.
When we do good we serve God – when we do evil we serve evil. Shoving a label on our actions and saying we are doing them for God makes no difference if the actions are evil in and of themselves!

We remember this best when we step back and recognize that ultimately, in the words of Eph 6:12-13: our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. 13 Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.
Let’s pray:
Lord, we do not want to be Christians in name only. We want to be Christians in our actions, even toward those who hurt us and mistreat us. Help us to live in this chapter as a church.

� Michael Sullivant, Prophetic Etiquette (Lake Mary, Florida: Creation House, 2000), 1-2
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