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       Palm Sunday
Tapping untapped miracles: the King’s kin

[Psalm 133:1,3; 3 John; John 17:20-23 NLT]

In the beginning…

Cancer – one of the most dreaded diseases of our time.
Don’t we all fear the day when the doctor looks at the report, 

then looks at us and says:  “The tumor; it’s malignant”?
Cancer – not only a dreaded disease, but a diabolical one.
A body affected by cancer is a body at war with itself.
Normal cells become abnormal,


growing out of control and going on the attack.
Instead of cooperating with other cells to build the body,

cancerous cells consume others and destroy the body.

Cancer – dreaded…diabolical…and also debilitating.
You’ve seen people suffering from the disease.

You’ve noticed how weak they become.

Cancer saps the body’s strength.

Paul Brand is a doctor;

he is also an author.

In Fearfully and wonderfully made

-- a book he wrote with Philip Yancey --


Brand speaks of cancer in the human body.

He also speaks of cancer in Christ’s body…in the church.

He describes – in vivid detail – what happens 

when members get out of control and go on the attack…

when the body of Christ is a body at war with itself.

You’ve seen the church engaged in a civil war.
It happens within congregations such as ours.

It happens within denominations such as the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod.

It even happens within what Martin Luther called “the whole Christian church on earth”

It happens whenever those who bear the name of Christ attack each other.
Whenever it happens -- wherever this war breaks out –

the result is very predictable.

The church stops growing;


the body loses its strength;



it becomes very weak.

The Lord, however, has a way to revitalize his body.
Long ago he said:


How good and pleasant it is when brothers (and sisters) live together in unity! …


For there the Lord bestows his blessing, even life forevermore. [Psalm 133:1,3 NIV]
Did you hear that?

Live together in unity – that is a source of energy for the tired body of Christ.
Where there is unity, says the Lord, there he bestows his blessing…


there he revitalizes his people…



there he gives them life – even life forevermore.
Today is Palm Sunday.

On this day, you and I acknowledge Jesus as a King.

However, we also need to acknowledge his kingdom.
We need to acknowledge all those people 
who – like us – follow Jesus as their king.

The King, you see, has a plan for all of his kin…

a plan to keep them strong and healthy.
This morning, we’ll look briefly at that plan.

We’ll spend more time, though, considering how we can put that plan into practice.

The King and his kin

1)  What is the King’s plan for his kin?
On Monday evening, my father went to be with Jesus.
Before he left, we spent the day together.

In the morning, we talked and we prayed.

What do you think we discussed?


The cost of gasoline?

What do you think we prayed about?


That his favorite team – the Milwaukee Brewers – would win the pennant this year?

Of course not!


We focused on matters more important.

On the night before he died, 

Jesus spent time with those who were near and dear to him.
For several hours, he talked with them…prayed for them.

Read what he said in those final hours

and you discover what was on his heart…what was important to him.

His final words formed a prayer –


a prayer that revealed his plan for all his people.

This is what he said:

I am praying not only for these disciples but also for all them who will ever believe in me because of their testimony.  My prayer for all of them is that they will be one.  

[John 17:20-21]
That they will be one.
That’s the king’s plan for his kin.

Family unity –

a unity that will keep the family strong.

One of the men who heard Jesus’ final words 

wrote a final letter near the end of his own life.
John, too, focused on the majors – not the minors – of life.
John mentions two men in his last letter:


one who got it right in life…



and one who didn’t get it at all.

He commends gallant Gaius…

commends him because of what he was doing to foster unity in the family.



Dear friend, writes John, 
You are doing a good work for God when you take care of the traveling teachers who are passing through, even though they are strangers to you.  [3 John 5]
Why did Gaius welcome total strangers?

Because they were family;

they were, as John tells us, traveling for the Lord.  [3 John 7]
John commends gallant Gaius,

and condemns dumb Diotrephes…



condemns him because of what he was doing to foment disunity in the family.

John reports:

He not only refuses to welcome the traveling teachers, he also tells others not to help them.  And when they do help, he puts them out of the church.  [3 John 10]
Not exactly “Mr Congeniality”.

No wonder John tells all of us:


Do not let his bad example influence you.  [3 John 11]
There you have it –


the King’s plan for all of his kin…



with a few examples to help us understand that plan.

2)  How can the King’s kin practice his plan?
That they will be one.
Who is responsible for this?
Who needs to promote unity in the family?
You’re looking at one of them;


and I’m looking at a whole lot more.

To everyone who bears the name of Christ,


that pastor named Paul issues this order:



Make every effort to keep the unity.  [Ephesians 4:3 NIV]
What does the pastor say?

Keep the unity.
Please note: the pastor does not command uniformity.
He doesn’t insist that we all act alike.

Isn’t that good to know?

In God’s family, then, you can sit on your hands when you sing;


or you can wave them in the air.

It just doesn’t matter.

The pastor does not call for unanimity either.

He doesn’t demand that we all think alike.

That makes sense too, doesn’t it?

After all, God did not ask us to love each other’s ideas.

He only asked us to love each other.

Keep the unity, the pastor tells Christians everywhere.
Christians, of course, don’t look like each other.

And they certainly don’t act like each other
or think like each other.
Yet, in spite of all these differences,

they all are part of the same family.
Jesus does not have two families on planet earth;

he has only one.

And all of us who claim to be members of that family have a job to do.

We, says Pastor Paul…


we are to make every effort to keep the unity. [Ephesians 4:3 NIV]
Make every effort…
How can we do that?
The pastor who gave us the principle


also gave a practical tip:
Let us concentrate on the things which make for harmony.  [Romans 14:19 Ph]
Let us focus, says the pastor, on our similarities,

not our differences.

That, I submit, is something we have not done very well.
In the past, we have not noted similarities with other Christians;


we have marked the differences instead.

A routine by comedian Emo Philips seems to typify 

how we – as Lutherans – have tended to view other Christians.
Philips tells it this way:


In conversation with a man I recently met, I asked, “Are you Protestant or Catholic?”


My new acquaintance replied, “Protestant”.


I said, “Me too!  Then added, “What denomination?”


He answered, “Baptist”.


“Me too!” I said. “Northern Baptist or Southern Baptist?”


“Northern Baptist,” he replied.


“Me too!” I shouted.


We continued to talk.


Finally I asked, 

“Northern conservative fundamentalist Baptist, Great Lakes Region, Council of 1879 or
Northern conservative fundamentalist Baptist, Great Lakes Region, Council of 1912?”
He answered:

“Northern conservative fundamentalist Baptist, Great Lakes Region, Council of 1912?”

I said, “Die, you heretic!”

Make every effort to keep the unity, says the pastor named Paul.
Let us concentrate on the things that make for harmony.

I can tell you how missionaries – even Lutheran ones – 
often practice what Paul preached.
When I was in southern China,


we – the Christians, that is – were out-numbered 20 to 1.

We quickly realized that Baptists, both Northern and Southern, were not our competitors.
Neither were the Roman Catholics or the British Pentecostals.
They all, in fact, became our colleagues.

As we talked with each other, we learned that 
most missionaries were more committed to a person than to principles.

In other words, we were more committed to that persona named Jesus Christ 
than to principles prescribed by our denominations.

We remembered what Jesus said,


When I am lifted up…, I will draw everyone to myself.  [John 12:32]
Like Emo Philips, we raised questions.

Unlike the comedian, we looked for similarities…not differences.

We simply asked each other, “Are you lifting up my Jesus?”

Are you lifting up my Jesus?

Let that question be the basis for unity.

Are you lifting up my Jesus, 
who in the beginning was with God…was God?

Are you lifting up my Jesus, 
who became human and lived among us?

Are you lifting up my Jesus, 

who died because of our sin and was raised to forgive our sin?
Are you lifting up my Jesus, 

who returned to the Father to prepare a place for us?

Are you lifting up my Jesus, 

who sent his Spirit to prepare us for that place?

Are you lifting up my Jesus,

 who said that whoever believes in him will not perish but have eternal life?

Are you lifting up my Jesus, 

who will return so that every knee can bow and every tongue confess that he is Lord?

Did you know that when you start lifting up Jesus,

you find it very hard to push and put?

As you lift up Jesus,


it’s almost impossible to push yourself forward



and to put other people down.

Are we learning to lift up Jesus?

I find it encouraging that,

as our land becomes a mission field,



as the number of Christians in our culture continues to decrease,




we too are increasingly ignoring differences among Christians.

For example…

John Powell pens some of the most profound thoughts on God’s unconditional love;


we are moved by his writing…even though he is a Jesuit.

Peter Wegner defines how we can discover our spiritual gifts;


we benefit from his methodology…even though he is charismatic.
Jim Dobson tells us how to live as a family;

we follow his advice…even though he is a Nazarene.

We don’t seem to mark differences when we read Christian books.

We also don’t seem to mark differences when we listen to Christian radio.

Many of our traditional hymns


and most of our contemporary songs



were not written by Lutherans.

Yet, both the text and the tune can inspire us;

we use them to praise God.

Are we learning to lift up Jesus?

Could we perhaps lift him a bit higher?

Remember what he said:


When I am lifted up…, I will draw everyone to myself.  [John 12:32]
Remember, too, what he prayed:


I am praying for all who will ever believe in me…that they become one;
Why?
…so the world will believe [John 21:20-21]

Could it be…?

Could it be that the more we show, the more they know?
the more we – the Christians – show that we are one,



the more they – those who are not yet Christians – 

will know and believe Jesus?
What more, then, could we do to show that we are one?

What if…?

What if we formed prayer groups at work or at school?
A lunch hour – even a 15-minute break – may be all that is needed

to connect with Christians from other churches…

and pray with them for the company or community.

What impression would that display of family unity 

have on those who see it,

so many of whom live in broken families?
What more could we do to show that we are one?
We already cooperate with other churches
in helping those who need food, clothing, shelter.
Could we do more?

What if we began to partner with other churches

in helping those who need to meet Jesus?
Remember: we are planning to help Chinese in the metro area meet Jesus.

God will soon decide whether or not to send a missionary to lead us.

If he decides in our favor,


we will have our work cut out for us.

But do we have to do that work alone?

Couldn’t we enlist the help of other Christian churches 
– other Christian organizations –
to help?

What impression would such a display of family unity have on Chinese…


on a people who value family unity?

The King has a plan for all of his kin.
He wants us all to be one.

He knows how division can enervate his people…

how unity can energize them.

Perhaps that is why he is still praying…

praying that we will be one.

But he is looking to us…

looking to each of us to put his plan into practice.

He looks to each of us to be like Gaius,


that gallant man who opened his heart and his home

to other Christians, even though they were strangers.

At the end… 

This week I ran across a book called Great church fights.
(Can you believe someone would write such a book…
providing “blow-by-blow” accounts of conflicts within the church?)
Included in that book is a poem.
It may have been written by the champion of all church fights.
It goes like this:


Believe as I believe, no more no less.


That I am right and no one else, confess.


Feel as I feel, think as I think.


Eat as I eat and drink as I drink.


Look as I look, do as I do.


Then I’ll have fellowship with you.

My father grew up with that kind of mentality.

In fact, my grandfather probably wrote the original version of the poem…

in German, of course.

As I said, my father grew up with that kind of thinking;


but then he grew out of it.
A defining moment in his life occurred during World War II.

In a German camp for prisoners of war, 


my father helped an Anglican priest minister to fellow POW’s.

There, for more than a year, he found himself lifting up Jesus.

Throughout his life, my father affiliated with conservative Lutheran churches.
Yet he always felt free –


free to pray to God with all other Christians…



free to praise God with all other Christians…




free to partner with all other Christians in serving God.

Why am I telling you this?

So that – as Pastor Paul once said of the stories he told –


so that we might have hope.

You see, as I look around this morning,

I note that some of us are old,



a few of us are German,




but none of us – of course – is stubborn.

My father, though, was all three.
He was always a stubborn German,


and – when he aged – he was an old stubborn German.

Yet he changed…


he changed when he started to lift up Jesus.

 Now if that could happen to a Kraut named Kirschke,


it can happen to anyone else…to any one of us –


as soon as we start to lift up Jesus.

My father grew up hearing the message we see in that poem (cf screen).

But he died believing the message of this poem (cf screen),

written by an Anglican who died during World War II:

In Christ shall true hearts everywhere



Their high communion find.



His service is the golden cord



Close-binding all mankind.



In Christ now meet both east and west,



In him meet south and north.



All Christly souls are one in Him,



Throughout the whole wide earth.
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