31st August 2008
Rom 15:1-13

Togetherness
Success

I think you’ll agree that this summer has been great despite the dismal temperatures and rain – the highlight being the Olympics in Beijing. Here’s a challenge – how many medals did we win? (47 – 19 gold, 13 silver and 15 bronze) and what place were we in the medal table? (4th). Here’s another challenge - in what sports did we win gold? (Athletics -1, Boxing - 1, Canoeing - 1, Cycling - 8, Rowing - 2, Sailing - 4 and Swimming - 2). 

Amongst the praise for our athletes and team has been an analysis of our success. Apart from the obvious motivation of individual athletes praise has been heaped on the entire infrastructure that has been put in place in recent years to support Team GB. Some £26.5 million since 2004 has been available to UK Sport allowing individuals to concentrate solely on their sport rather than have to juggle it with a full time job.

On the strength of our success Australia has said that it is contemplating starting their own funding source to improve their chances of medal hopes at London 2012. The success I’ve just mentioned hinges on investment in time, motivation, money and facilities. 

Drawing to a close
We finish this morning our look at Paul’s letter to the Romans – we’ve covered a lot of ground and as various preachers have said – there are just so many sermons in this letter. We have looked at the letter in the light of two different Christian communities who have been urged to work together for the sake of the gospel - Paul was addressing the ‘people’ question. What does God’s gracious work in Christ mean for the two people groups the Jews and the Gentiles? 

We come to his final plea for unity in the church. Paul has been urging the church to fulfil all that Christ wishes for it. That it becomes a fully functioning and loving community where the gifts of each member are valued and contribute towards the development of a mature, healthy and Christ like body.

Paul is encouraging this community to be one that doesn’t stand still but one that is balanced and settled in their faith. The central point Paul is talking about here is growth – both spiritually and relationally. And this passage gives us examples of both these areas of growth. 

Relationships

He talks in relational terms as to how the Jewish and Gentile Christians can move forward together – 

· ‘Bear with…and not to please ourselves’ (v1)
· ‘Each…should please his neighbour…to build him up’ (v2)
The key to this relational imperative is contained in verse 7 – ‘Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.’

The verses that follow (8 -12) ground Paul’s appeal in verse 7 and restates the theme he has used throughout his letter. That God has acted in salvation history to create a people composed of both Jews and Gentiles. 

Spirituality

Paul doesn’t just give his advice and leave it at that, he models what he has also been talking about spiritual growth when he inserts his own prayers in the text (vv 5 and 6 and 13). 

In both areas Paul gives sound advice evidenced by example to encourage his readers to consider a most important principle - ‘Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.’ That he implies will not only lead to unity but growth.
Maintenance to mission
The task facing us as a church hinges on both the areas that Paul talks about here – we need to reappraise our relationships and our spirituality. How do we reshape ourselves to be Christ centred and Spirit energised? And what difference will that make?

In answering these questions I want us first to be realistic and recognize that the church is being increasingly marginalised. For many people church (and that includes all denominations) has no relevance to their lives. True here as elsewhere – the percentage of people with a Christian faith is very small compared to the total population. Christians are becoming a people in exile. Realistically to survive in exile people need a vision, a purpose and a goal. Throughout salvation history God has spoken to his people and continues to speak in much the same way as Jeremiah did to the Jews in exile – he conveyed words of encouragement so that they could sing the Lord’s song in a strange land (Jer 29: 4-9).
How to sing the Lord’s song in a strange land requires us to have a sharper focus and a realistic agenda. This will mean doing fewer things or doing them differently, not doing extra things.
Since coming here these questions have been constantly in the fore front of my mind – and what I have heard has shaped much of this thinking. This autumn as a church we will continue the process that you started before I came here. On the 20th September the PCC are spending a day together to discuss two major questions – ‘what is the vision for this church?’ And ‘what is the ‘cry’ of Kempshott?’
The first will be to discern what kind of church God is calling us to be and God willing the vision that he will clearly place before us will lead us to how we will reshape ourselves to work towards that vision. In other words we will seek something that we can hold up and ask questions about our activities. Such as – can we realistically sustain them? And do they sustain us as a church? There may need to be some hard decisions made and in light of this we will need to apply the principles that Paul talks about in this passage. We have already started to shape that process by agreeing as a PCC to make our services more accessible and over the coming months that will shape our worship together.
The second strand of our day together will focus on what is the ‘cry’ of Kempshott. Most of you I’m sure have a better feel for this area than I have – however if we are honest we will agree that is a nice comfortable place in which to live. But for all that it is probably one of the hardest environments in which to proclaim the gospel. But for all that the lives of people here are subject to the same pressures as those in areas that don’t enjoy the same environment as we do. So to find where those pressure points are will be a priority because if we fail to discover them - our desire to reach out to the community here – will remain just that, a desire.  

Investment

Which brings us back to where we started – the process I’ve outlined will only bear fruit if there is sufficient investment both in terms of our relationships and in our spiritual life. This will need to happen on both an individual level and on a church level. The first will inevitably feed the other. 
How does this investment look on an individual level? Like any investment we only get out what we put in. If we are not a people of prayer and Bible reading how will we sustain ourselves? We know that the pressures of modern life militate against our available time. In these circumstances we may need to make conscious changes to our life styles – so that we create space for these things to happen.

One of the most effective areas where we as individuals obtain the sustenance we’ve been talking about is in small groups where through meeting on a regular basis and by being open and honest with each other during those times – real spiritual growth can occur. The resultant outpouring of the Holy Spirit in individuals can then flow through the church. Through the refreshing work of the Holy Spirit in our lives we can be led to the use of gifts we have been given to build the church up. 

The greatest encouragement for us as a church is having as many people actively involved in its mission as we possibly can. What is God calling you to do as an individual and for his church in this place?
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