Pioneer Church – What do you expect?
Luke 3:10-18 (NRSV) 

10 And the crowds asked him, “What then should we do?” 11 In reply he said to them, “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.” 12 Even tax collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, “Teacher, what should we do?” 13 He said to them, “Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.” 14 Soldiers also asked him, “And we, what should we do?” He said to them, “Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.” 
15 As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah,d 16 John answered all of them by saying, “I baptize you with water; but one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals. He will baptize you withe the Holy Spirit and fire. 17 His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”  18 So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the people. 
I have always been brought up in the Church.  May be “dragged up” would be the better way to express it… all those Sunday mornings of being made to get out of bed and forced into Sunday school.  At the age of 10 or 11, I started to think about whether I actually believed what I was being told.  I had noticed that none of my friend at school went to church, and it made me ask questions.  I decided, in the way that 10 or 11 year olds do, that I did believe.  Barry, the Sunday school leader was (and still is) a very nice man and the message of Love you neighbour all sounded very reasonable.  And that was, that!  Though, of course it wasn’t - many questions remained.  Shortly after Billy Graham was on one of his Mission England tours, and was coming to Anfield Football stadium.  I wanted to go (not least because it was at Anfield), but somehow couldn’t bring myself to ask.  I was stopped by an overwhelming fear of looking a pratt or too religious.  But then my Mum suggested that we go which was a relief.  So off we went, an expectant coach party, to Anfield.  The event has to rank of one of the most mind-bogglingly, soul-numbingly dull hours of my life.  The PA system was rubbish, I can’t think that I heard a word he said, and I didn’t know any of the hymns – which were all far too modern for my church.  But, at the end, when he gave a call for anyone who wanted to give their life to Jesus to come down on to the pitch, I inched forward to the edge of my seat.  From that vantage point, I looked along the row at all the people from church who had known me from all my life, and was stopped by an overwhelming fear of looking a pratt.  So I went for a cup of tea instead.  I never did drink any of that tea, because as I stood there, for what felt like an age, the desire to go down onto the pitch became an urge, and the urge overwhelmed the fear.  I managed to tell my mum what I wanted to do and we went down onto the pitch and spoke with one of the counsellors.  I floated home that night on a feeling of such intense joy that I’ve never felt since.  I was giggling with happiness as the joy literally bubbled out of me.  The next day I knelt down and prayed that Jesus would come into my life.

Now I can give my testimony with such clarity, after all this time because someone once told me to sit down and work out what I would say, if I were ever asked how I became a Christian.  Has anyone ever ask the same of you?  If not, I’m asking you now to do it.  Sit down with a cup of tea or a glass of wine and work it out – write it down – be prepared to tell your story…  It doesn’t need to be profoundly theological (profoundly theological things are why we pay clergy) - just your own story.

What expectation do you have of this theme of Pioneer church?  Are you anticipating something exciting or expecting (hoping) that it will pass you by?  In our bible reading, the people had heard John the Baptist’s preaching and were expecting something great.  They wanted to know “what to do” – Three times it is asked “what should we do?”  The answers are all incredibly practical – if you can give to the poor do so.  Tax Collectors should only collect what is due and not cheat people.  Soldiers should be happy with their pay and not extort money.  Just live their normal lives but honestly.  John has a message of practical repentance in preparation for the coming of Jesus.

The MP’s expenses story in the newspapers has illustrated how people’s behaviour - even when not illegal or ‘against the rules’ - reflects badly on what they represent or believe.  So live your lives with honesty and integrity.  Nothing extraordinary, just the powerful ordinary.  American’s talk of “lifestyle evangelism” – that when people look at us, they see the effect of Jesus.  Perhaps, your act of spiritual dedication should not be to commit to reading the bible in a year or to an hour of prayer a day (worthy though they are) but to setting a budget so you don’t have to worry about money, or getting back on speaking terms with your neighbours.  If there is something, in your life that you need to get straighten out – do it now

Lifestyle evangelism can be powerful, but it’s not quite enough.  Just seeing Jesus in your life won’t necessarily encourage people to ask him into theirs.  At some point, we have talk about Jesus.  September will see “Return to church” Sunday but as no one inside the Church has even heard of it...  Expectations can’t be high.  Having a “bake a cake for your neighbour and tell them Jesus loves them” Sunday, is less snappy but I would have higher expectations. 

Have you ever thought what you would say if some one asked you how to become a Christian?  There’s no magic formula or definitive way to do it but something that has helped me in thinking it through is A B C – Admit, Believe, Commit.  To become a Christian: you must admit that you need to be put right with God, believe that Jesus died for you to make it right, and commit to live a life which follows Jesus.

Questions:

1. How would you tell someone about your becoming a Christian?  Have you ever stopped to think about it?

2. Are there any aspects of your life, work, home which would need to be straightened out for you to be a credible witness for Jesus?  How do you feel about owning the churches failings?

3. Do you think others see ‘Jesus in you’?  Is that enough of a witness?

4. Have you thought what you would tells someone about how to become a Christian?
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