Sermon for Trinity Sunday – 19th June 2011 - Acts 2:22-41
Let’s pray…

Growing church... This is quite a daunting title, I must say! After all, there are some things that I find much easier to grow than others - some of them grow organically, and some of them represent growth that is catching (in a non-disease sense)... Let me explain...

 

Things that are organic just sort of grow automatically - the weeds in my garden for instance - they are growing tremendously at the moment and then there are things that are caught - we can grow some things by encouraging others to join in... Things grow in this way because our enthusiasm is infectious and makes others inquisitive... For instance - when was the last time you recommended something to somebody? And what was it – share with your neighbour… 

So many things depend on personal recommendations – through the recommendations of others, I’ve been introduced to TV programmes, music, dentists, hairdressers, even new friends. Did anyone in their sharing mention Jesus? I often think that if I had introduced as many people to Jesus as I have introduced to watching the West Wing over the years, I’d be counted as an amazing evangelist! Sadly not though…

Church growth in terms of numbers can be organic, it can just happen by God’s grace, but I think it mostly happens when our faith is shared and caught. Certainly, that seems to be what happened in our reading this morning from Acts 2. Perhaps you’d like to have it open. 
What we see at the beginning of Acts is a pivotal moment in the life of the early church – the transition from a few impacted lives to the sharing of the truth of Jesus’ transforming power with a whole community. However, as our readings go on this week we see that any church that is growing needs to be underpinned not just by numerical growth but growth in terms of personal discipleship and courage in faith as the surrounding community inevitably responds to the presence of these new Christians in both positive and negative ways. 

The experience described in Acts where Peter shares his faith and sees 3000 people added to their number, was prompted by something extraordinary… the impact of the gift of the Holy Spirit that we remember at Pentecost. This gift meant that the disciples were suddenly stepping outside people’s expectations of them, so much so that people were asking what on earth it was all about? Of course, in stepping outside their expectations, it wasn’t just that they were behaving differently – it was that their speech and behaviour was directly impacting those around them. As the disciples were filled with the spirit, they were enabled to glorify God in their words and actions, and people perhaps for the first time saw God worshipped, and heard of his love for them, in language that they plainly understood. 

This is a challenge for us – how often are we as Jesus’ disciples seen by others to be acting in such a way that God is glorified in our lives, and how often do we communicate with those around us, in language that they understand, how much God loves them. 

To step outside other people’s expectations isn’t always that hard because other’s expectations of us are can be so low – but sometimes it can be a huge challenge, and we need to be reminded that we have been filled with the Holy Spirit, which has been poured out as a gift upon us by Jesus, our risen Lord. The Spirit can enable us to do interesting and inspiring things, to dream dreams, to change the world… To capture people’s imaginations so that they might wonder what that is all about… 

There are Christians doing just that right now in this community. There are those who care for others even at significant cost to themselves, those who create something inspiring seemingly out of nothing, those who faithfully sponsor others, who are full time or foster carers, who work tirelessly in thankless situations, who love and serve above and beyond the call of duty, and who act with integrity in challenging work situations. Of course, it isn’t only Christians who do these things, but it is likely that our faith significantly underpins why we do what we do… So if we are asked, why do you do that? Do we have an answer? Can we imagine that by stepping outside of people’s expectations, we might actually be a part of their journey in discovering the good news about Jesus? 

…Because not only are we enabled by God’s grace to step outside of people’s expectations, we are also given a message of hope and good news that is encapsulated in all that we know about Jesus. So, whilst growth in numbers is appealing, growing in our understanding of faith is hugely important and is something I hope we will never stop developing.

Our reading takes place just after the disciples have been speaking in tongues, having been filled with the Holy Spirit. Peter has responded to the situation that has evolved with all its confusion by referring directly to scripture, quoting Joel’s prophecy about the Holy Spirit coming. And then he begins his explanation. “Fellow Israelites, listen to this: Jesus…” Now, I think this is very interesting – he begins by talking about Jesus. Now, given Peter is talking to Jews, it is notable that he doesn’t begin by talking about Yahweh – or God the Father, which would surely be their common ground. Also, given that this has all been prompted by the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, perhaps it is surprising that he doesn’t talk first about that. But he doesn’t – although he goes on to make reference to both - because God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit are all equally significant and important - this is a very Christological explanation of faith. It begins and ends with Jesus.

With all our recent consideration about the re-ordering, it has given a number of us cause to think afresh about St Mark’s vision statement, and particularly the fact that it begins… ‘Jesus at the heart…’ I guess some might think that this puts too much of a Christological emphasis, in other words, focuses too strongly on Jesus. But John Stott, when commentating on this bit of Acts says: 

‘Our struggle today is how to be faithful to this apostolic gospel while at the same time presenting it in a way which resonates with modern men and women. What is immediately clear is that, like the apostles, we must focus on Jesus Christ. Peter’s beginning “Listen to this: Jesus…” must be our beginning too. It is impossible to preach the gospel without proclaiming Christ.’

And so Peter begins to unpack who Jesus is through the events of his life, his foretelling in Scripture, and final recounting of his death and resurrection. But this isn’t a history lesson, as if he were filling them in on an episode that they missed – this is much more vital than that. Peter is giving his listeners living and breathing hope – he says of Jesus: ‘God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him.’

On Friday I was at a funeral talking to the grandson of the gentleman who had died, and he said – “it’s not right. He shouldn’t be dead, he should be here…” We feel the cruelty and unfairness of death keenly because we sense we are designed for eternity… it can feel like death robs us, like death has the final word, so to hear that Jesus has been beaten death ‘because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him’ – it makes me want to cheer and whoop for joy… because we know that death no longer has the final say. We have such good news to share… 

Now perhaps Peter read disbelief on the faces of his listeners because he reiterates this fact, quoting David’s prophecy and how he spoke of the ‘resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to the grave. God has raised this Jesus to life’ and then to be sure that they don’t miss the truth of this revelation he adds ‘and we are all witnesses of the fact…’ This is hugely important, it is both historical and real, and it changes everything. The impact of Peter’s words is instant, and his listeners are ‘cut to the heart,’ they know that this message is about them as well as about Jesus and so they respond. They ask ‘what shall we do?’ 

What a good thing Peter had an answer! 

Imagine if he had been as surprised as I might be in such a situation… Erm – good question – really, you really want to respond? – Goodness, I wasn’t expecting that! Peter immediately knew what was next for them – to change their mind about Jesus (in other words to repent) and to be baptised, thereby joining the community of the body of Christ, and receiving the gift of freedom from their past sin and the gift of the Spirit. Because Jesus has been raised, the Holy Spirit has been ‘poured out’ and they and we can all receive this gift. This is a promise – for everyone… no limits… for this generation, and the generations to come all over the world. (And as an aside, as I said last week, if you have never changed your mind about Jesus, or perhaps never been baptised… it is never too late!)

As Peter continued to share the good news, 3000 people were added to their number. They were ‘added’ – it doesn’t say 3000 people became converts and went their own sweet way… no – they were added – the community of Jesus’ followers grew and grew. And as we go on in our readings we see that that community had a huge impact on their wider neighbourhood in turn. Changing the world, one person or 3000 at a time… 

And so it is important to remember that we are not alone. We have been added to their number. Right back in Genesis, God said ‘it is not good for man to be alone…’ (Gen. 2:18) and so it is in faith – that is why church is so significant – we need each other – we are together the gift of God – to each other and to the world. And here we can encourage each other to keep growing. Our E100 reading today is about the immediate growth that arose out of the disciples stepping out in the power of the Holy Spirit, causing a positive response in the local community. As we read on this week, we read more of the negative encounters that the early church had – including significant persecution. This is when the foundations of that early group of Christians needed to lean heavily not on their growth in numbers, but rather growth in terms of their courage and maturity in faith. Having greater numbers must be comforting in times of persecution, but ultimately it needs more than that to sustain a church in times of difficulty and individuals in times of hardship… When tough times do come, we need that growth in our understanding of who we are as believers and what it is that we believe in. 

The early church had to face extraordinary difficulties in times that may mercifully seem very divorced from our own circumstances in England – but it sadly isn’t the case that this experience is confined to history. Today all around the world churches and individuals are facing just these kind of challenges. I was sent an email from Christian Solidarity Worldwide the other week that told the story of a Colombian Pastor:

Pastor Manuel Camacho was shot dead in 2009 by paramilitary soldiers in front of his wife and 2 young children.  He had resisted a number of their orders to stop preaching in the area – they wrote to him a few weeks before his assassination to say: 

“I have heard about you, and I’ve heard too much. I know that you have disobeyed the order to stop preaching and for this reason you and your church are going to have to pay us 2 million pesos [about £650] within a week.”
The church couldn’t raise all the money, but were spared for a few days, during which time Pastor Camacho asked permission to preach in nearby villages. Tragically, just days later two soldiers came to the family home and shot 33-year-old Pastor Camacho to death.  His wife and children were forced to flee and go into hiding.

In Colombia, more than 300 pastors have been murdered since 2000 and more than 200 churches are currently closed in areas controlled by armed groups.
We may reflect on that kind of report with relief that we do not live in that kind of society, but it is salutary to consider how would our faith be shaped by being in that kind of circumstance… Would our growth as a church and as individual followers of Jesus be enough to sustain us through such difficulties and trials. If we reflect that it wouldn’t, we need not be despondent, but to consider seriously what could we do to change that?

Do we seek to be a growing church? Even though God by his grace can absolutely grow the church organically, I think it is best grown by adding to our number through sharing our own faith story, by stepping outside of other’s expectations of us with the help of the Holy Spirit, and by seeking to grow in our faith and discipleship, encouraging one another and walking through that process together. Then, when others ask us what it’s all about – remembering to begin – well first of all: Jesus… 

Let’s pray… 

Questions: 

Growth is organic, and caught... What sort of things do you find grow organically in your life?

Some of you will have done this in church, but when was the last time you personally recommended something to someone and what was it?

Did you join church in an 'organic way' - it just happened... or were you invited / recommended by someone else? Feel free to share the circumstance.

Can you think of Christians that you know who have stepped outside of other people's expectations? What did they do, and how did it affect the people around them? 

How easy do you find it to glorify God in your lives, and to communicate with others how much God loves them in language that they understand? 

How do you feel about Peter's Christological explanation of faith? Do you agree that it should begin and end with Jesus?

How important is it to you that Jesus has beaten death? In what way is that good news today?

When Peter's listeners ask 'What shall we do?' Peter has an answer - would you feel confident in answering that question? If not, how might that change?

How did you feel hearing the story of Pastor Camacho?

How can we respond? 

Looking around our church, in what areas do you think that the church needs to grow in most? (Feel free, as always, to feed this back to the church leadership!), and looking inwards, what are the areas of discipleship and growth in which you need to grow? And how can that be enabled to happen?
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