50 Days Ablaze! Sermon Series

Fifth Mission Response – April 24, 2005
Acts 13:1-3
Rev. Jason Hoerth

“Send” Sermon: “There Once was a Church That Was Known for Its Sending”
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.

There once was a man who saw the importance of sending—Jim Casey.  In 1907 he noticed that there was a great need in America for private messenger service and delivery services.  So an enterprising young man by the name of James (Jim) E. Casey, 19 years-old, borrowed $100 from a friend and established the American Messenger Company in Seattle, WA.  According to accounts given by Casey, there were quite a few messenger services already in the Seattle area, and in fact, there were some for which he had worked in the past.

That initial name was well-suited to the pursuits of the new company.  In response to telephone calls received at their basement headquarters, messengers ran errands, delivered packages, and carried notes, baggage, and even trays of food from restaurants.  They made most deliveries on foot and used bicycles for longer trips.  Only a few automobiles were in existence at that time, and department stores of the day still used horses and wagons for merchandise delivery.

Jim and his partner, Claude Ryan, ran the service from a humble office located under the sidewalk.  Jim’s brother, George, and a handful of teenagers were the company’s messengers.

That company that started out in this humble way, has now grown to a company that is known for its delivery options, fleet of planes, world-wide service . . . and brown trucks.  This company has an identity and is known for its sending ability—United Parcel Service, or UPS.

The importance of sending.  Their very identity—in fact, what they have become known for is their sending.

· A humble beginning
· A clear focus

· A forged identity for sending

· A commitment to excel in that identity made them who they are.

From teenagers as the core messengers with an under-the-sidewalk office and $100 borrowed seed money—to a company that is known for sending.

For the last many weeks we have looked at a mission focus for the church.  We have been engaging in a shift of focus for the church called Ablaze.  Emil Brunner writes, 
“The church exists by mission, just as fire exists by burning.  Where there is no mission, there is no church; and where there is neither church nor mission, there is no faith.”  
Church and mission go together.  Just like fire and burning, so the church and mission are together.  It makes sense.  In fact, the cause, the breath, the very excitement of the church (the fire) is fed when as a body the church is in mission and becomes known for mission together.
So let’s turn the clock back a bit and turn our attention from the secular to the sacred.  Let’s turn our attention to a more important type of sending.

There once was a church in 1st Century Syria that saw the importance of sending.  After Rome and Alexandria, Antioch was the largest city in the Roman world.  Antioch was a major and vital commercial center—the gateway to the eastern world. And there was a church there in that city that thrived.  The first Gentile church was founded in Antioch, and with the obvious exception of Jerusalem it became one of the most important cities in the early church.  Paul would, in fact, use it as the start and launching pad for his missionary journeys.

A church that had become known for its sending.  

· A clear focus
· A forged identity for sending

· A commitment to excel in that identity

Antioch had become a church known for its sending.

And what about St. Luke?  

· As we now contemplate missions and this 50 Days journey, how do we make “sending” an identity of this church?

· How can we take the mission responses of Learn, Pray, Give, and Tell, form them into an overall purpose and be known as a “sending” church? 

To start, let’s take the example of the aforementioned church, Antioch.  We turn to Acts 13:1-3.  To give us a little bit of history on the Book of Acts (I know that we just covered it last summer, but it is an exciting book of mission and message), the first chapters of Acts focus on the transfer of the mission from Jesus to the disciples and the coming of the Holy Spirit in fire on Pentecost.  From there the book, according to Luke’s catechetical style, informs on mainly the Jewish mission and the message of Jesus to the Jews.  Now at chapter 13, the book takes a turn and starts to focus on the mission to the Gentiles, culminating in the missionary journeys of Paul.  

So how does St. Luke take the example of Antioch and become a sending church?

Take a look at verse 1 and we will start to see.

I. A Church that has Character – burning knowledge (vs. 1)

“In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen (who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul.”
A sending church is a church that has character.

Here in this first verse we can start to get an idea about what a sending church is.  Antioch here reveals its character.  Character most easily stated or defined is simply “who you are when no one else is looking.”  Who you are when there is no one filming you, when that certain someone isn’t looking, when there is no note taking, or no one to “be impressed.”  What is the make-up and the overall composition of the church at Antioch?  What are its characteristics?  What appears to be its character?
A. Teaching is a Priority
The first thing that this verse tells us is that teaching is a priority.  Five names are listed.  Five names are given as teachers/prophets.  Simply said these are men that are mouthpieces of God and men that know the teachings of the Apostles, which are the teachings of Jesus, who are intent upon making them known and passing them down through the church.  Teaching is a priority and reflects the importance of learning, our first response.
B. Diversity of People/ Background/ Gifts/ Abilities is embraced

The second simple character trait of Antioch the sending church is diversity is embraced.  I know it is easy to race past the first five names of verse one, because frankly whenever there are names in the Bible people become very nervous and become sure that they are going to butcher the names so we rip through them to save us the grief.  Well, here let’s slow down and look at these names for a moment because there is such diversity.  

· Barnabas – we start with the senior teacher at this time.  Barnabas, as we have learned about earlier, is a Levite (the priestly clan) from Cyprus.  His original name was Joseph, so taken together these facts help us to see his Jewish heritage. And we have come to know of his major trait which is encouragement as Pastor Barry spoke about last week.
· Simeon of Cyrene – he was called Niger (which reflects his North African influence).  Some scholars would say he was called Niger because of the color of his skin, which was probably dark.  North African roots and culture.
· Lucius of Cyrene – his is a Latin name which reflects understanding and influence of the Roman culture.
· Manaen – an aristocrat – he was raised with Herod the Tetrarch and would seem to be a childhood friend, or even be considered a foster brother then of Herod.
· Saul or Paul – he was an ex-Pharisee, zealous for the faith of the Jews, familiar with Jewish custom and culture, yet born as a Roman citizen with a Roman name.
Diversity of gifts/ abilities / talents/ cultures/ skin colors, everything.  Diversity is embraced and even reflects the general region around the church at Antioch.

C. Established – has community standing

· They know who they are 

· They know what they teach

· They know where they are going

All important things for the church of character.
What is the character of St. Luke?  
· Do we realize that when we are ambassadors of God and Saint. Luke when we enter the world?

· Are we embracing the diversity of the gifts here and realizing the potential of people’s backgrounds for the work of God?

· Is teaching a priority for the church and is learning a priority of the members?  What do we ultimately do with that teaching?

· Are we sending a clear message about who Jesus Christ is?  He is our Risen Lord and Savior who paid for our sins.  

Remember we started this 50 Days journey on Easter, a most fitting day because of the beauty of the message of Jesus who defeated sin, death, and the devil that we might have forgiveness and life everlasting in heaven.  May our character be shaped and formed by the message of Jesus.
II. A Church that Knows its Mission – burden of the Message (vs. 2)
The second idea we can take away from the Church at Antioch as we try to become a sending church comes in verse 2: 

“While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.”
A sending church is a church that knows its mission.

Antioch Christians are armed with a message.  It must be sent out.  To bring this precious message of Jesus Christ to the people they come in contact with.

· To the neighbor next door

· To the boy in Africa

· To the woman in the hospital bed dying of cancer

· To the co-worker who has no clue about Jesus

· To the Muslim in the Middle East 

· To the couple who wants to get married

· To the Tsunami victims

· To those with Addictions

· To those who need coats who the metro area shelter

· To those who need assistance rebuilding homes

· To the countless in our communities

· To the numerous in the nation

· To the one boy/girl/man/woman outside the boundaries of this nation

· To you and me who need that simple reminder of who Jesus is – that he has forgiven in the face of our sinfulness – without the message there is no mission.  The message is the mission.
What is the Gospel to St. Luke?  Who can we tell it to?  Who can we as a congregation reach out to in love?

To be in mission we have to know the message and live the message – and love God.
Where is a place we can learn the message, sing the words, and grow in His love and show our love for Him?

Notice where we see the Church at Antioch in this snippet of verse 2:
· We see them in worship of God

· We see them engaged in the spiritual discipline of fasting – which clears the life of hindrances and focuses us on God and His love and our sin.

· We see them Seeking the Spirit’s Guidance – which I have to believe is Prayer.  Prayer like what we talked about in our 50 day journey.  Prayer which has to be a part of the mission focus of the sending church. And through the seeking of the Spirit we see the mission come through.  The members are missionaries.  They are about to put their Learning and Prayer to work through Telling.

What is the Mission of St. Luke?

Making and Maturing Disciples to Minister – Now I know that it has been laid on Pastor Barry’s heart to include the word Mission in there so we can lift up before our attention the mission focus and shift of thinking that we are going for from this time.

Making and Maturing Disciples for Ministry and Mission 
A sending church is wholly founded upon the message of grace alone by Jesus Christ and a healthy burden to send out the message and love of God to people.
III. A Church that knows its Commission – blessing of sending (vs. 3)
Finally, in verse three we can see from the Antioch that a sending church is a church that knows its commission.  

“So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off.”
Here in this verse we see a profound event happening: A calling of the Spirit and a commissioning by the Church.  Scholars will be quick to point out that this is not ordination.  This is not people being brought in as pastors for this missionary task.  I know that there are some people out there that hold to the opinion that only the clergy of the church should be doing witnessing and speaking about Jesus.  

This forgets that the church, as a whole, is a body and is gifted with the message of Jesus Christ.  The members of the church are the ones that engage the world day in and day out.  You can go to Kenya, Moldovia, or Saltillo, but if you go to work or to school you are a missionary with the message of Jesus.

Here the church is saying and recognizing the call of the Spirit which is evidenced by faith and knowledge in the teachings and prayer of the church and now they are granting them blessing to go on this specific missionary journey.  Now we could read on and see that this is far from the last contact that these men will have with Antioch.  In fact, by the very laying on of hands the church itself is saying that they wish to support the actions of the mission.

This is where that third mission response comes in to play: GIVE.
· A sending church will not be possessive 
· A sending church will give for the sake of the mission

· A sending church will support the missionaries

· A sending church will pray for the mission

· A sending church will stay in contact with the mission

· A sending church will emphasize the love it has for the lost – those people that are coming to the Lord.

That is what a sending church gives most—an obvious love for the lost.  You cannot witness to someone, you cannot reach out and give the support, and ultimately the Gospel to someone that you don’t love.  It comes off as arrogant, or condescending, or trite without true love.  Love inspired by the Lord Himself as what He did for us on Calvary.

A sending church is a Church with character….

A sending church is a Church that knows the mission… 

A sending church is a Church that knows its Commission…

· A clear focus 

· A forged identity for sending

· A commitment to that identity

There once was a Church in 21st century, Cabot, PA named St. Luke Lutheran – will it be known for its sending?
In Jesus Name – 

Amen.
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