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     Easter 3
Anniversary 2
God’s plan for his church: building and battling
[Joshua 1:1-5 NLT; Ephesians 2:19-21 NLT; Matthew 16:13-18 NIV]

In the beginning…

After graduating from college, 

she became my colleague in the training department.
She told me that while in school, 

she started attending church services



and was considering Christianity as a way of life.

Then she fell in love with a Buddhist…

a Buddhist who was studying to become a lawyer.

They were now contemplating marriage.

She asked me to explain the difficulties they might face.

I told her not to worry –

that it is possible to wed a lawyer 



and still have a happy marriage.  

[No, I didn’t say that.]

She, of course, wanted to know the difference


between what she called “the two religions”.
We began by exploring the different festivals…the different rituals.
Then she blurted out:


“What is it that makes the Christian church special?”

Now there’s a question for you.

What makes the Christian church

-- what makes this Christian church – special?
What would you say?

We may take pride in our facilities.
Yes, we do have a unique building.

But I have seen Hindus worshipping in temples


that make our church look like a chicken coop.

We may point to our programs…

the strengths we highlighted in our recent self-study:



our worship ministry…our focus on the family.

Yet Buddhists also have temple training…


a rigorous program that enables even young devotees 

to meditate and manage their destructive desires.

We may think of our leaders


-- the pastors who inspire and the members who perspire --



as we all seek to serve God.

Let’s not forget, though, 


that imans in Muslim mosques seem to do a much better job;



they get people to die for God.

It must be our friendliness…our love then.
Don’t we sing that “they’ll know we are Christians by our love”?
But do you have to be a Christian to love others?
During the recent shootings at Virginia Tech,


a Holocaust survivor demonstrated 

what our Bible calls the greatest love of all.

The professor died so that his students could live.

The young woman asked:


“What is it that makes the Christian church special?”

How do you answer?

It’s not what, but who.
It’s Jesus.

He is the One that makes this church

– and the whole Christian church on earth -- unique.

Without him, we are no different than any other religion.

This morning, Jesus talks to us about the church.
He reveals his plan for the church…this church

He summarizes his plan in two statements –


two simple statements…



two shocking statements.

God’s plan for this church
1) Let’s make it personal (building the church)
The first statement:

“Let’s make it personal!”

You say you’ve never heard Jesus say that?

Well, let’s eavesdrop;


let’s listen to a conversation Jesus once had with folk like you and me;



let’s hear what he says.

Jesus is walking and talking with his disciples.
He wants them to know 

what makes the movement that he has started so special.

He asks:


Who do people say the Son of Man is? [Matthew 16:13 NIV]
What an easy question to answer.

Everyone, it seemed, had an opinion about Jesus.

No wonder the disciples answer in unison.
We are told that

they replied, “Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” [Matthew 16:14 NIV]

Then Jesus gets personal.

He asks:


What about you? … Who do you say I am? [Matthew 16:15 NIV]
Ah! that question is much more difficult, isn’t it?
It certainly seemed to stump Jesus’ first followers.

After all, only one dares to reply.


Simon Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 

[Matthew 16:16 NIV]
“Bingo!” says Jesus. “Bingo!”

“Peter, you know me…you really know me.”

Do you know Jesus?
I sense I mat be invading your privacy; 
but Jesus gave permission when he got personal long ago.

Who is Jesus Christ to you?

What do you say?

Is he perhaps your ideal?
Is he the model for your life?
Does he demonstrate how to raise your family…conduct your business?

Fine…but if Jesus is nothing more than an ideal,


then this church is no different from a Buddhist temple,



and our gatherings no more than an ethics class.

Is Jesus your source of ideas?

Does he teach you how to manage stress…


how to deal with all the changes and chances of life?

Again, fine…but if Jesus is nothing more than ideas,


then this building is no different from a university lecture hall,



and our gatherings no more than a philosophy course.

Who is Jesus to you?

Do you know him as Peter did?

Do you know him as God’s Son and God sent?

Do you know him as the Son whom God sent to save you? 
How do you see Jesus?

I’ve long appreciated the way 

Jesus is pictured in ASL…American Sign Language.

(alternate middle finger touching palm of opposite hand)

Is this how you see Jesus?
Do you see him as the One nailed to a cross…


nailed there for your faults and failures?

Why nailed? 
So you could live a bit longer on this planet?

No! So you could live forever with him in paradise!

When Peter revealed that he personally knew Jesus,

Jesus didn’t really shout “Bingo!”

He said:


I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church. [Matthew 16:18 NIV]
What on earth does that mean?

Our Catholic brothers and sisters insist


that Jesus builds his church on Peter 

(whose name in Greek means “rock”)

and all the popes who succeed Peter.

Lutherans – who like to be different – contend


that Jesus builds on Peter’s confession –


the creeds we learn in our confirmation classes




and include in our worship services.

There is, though, another possibility…


that Jesus builds his church



not on Peter,




not on Peter’s confession,





but on the One whom Peter confesses.

Picture the conversation:


Jesus is talking to Peter;



he points to Peter and says “You are Peter”;




then he points to himself, and says:





“On this rock I will build my church”

That makes sense, doesn’t it?

In God’s word to us, Jesus is repeatedly called a rock.

In fact, he is even pictured as the cornerstone on which the church is built.

When he speaks of building his church,


Jesus makes it personal.

In other words, Jesus contructs his church with people…


people who come to know him…



people who are building a personal relationship with him.

If you are tied to this church because of the building…


if you belong because a program that meets your needs…



if you come because of a pastor,




stop!

No! don’t stop coming;

but stop your affair with the building, a program or a pastor.

Stop…and start a relationship with Jesus;

fall head-over-heels in love with him.

You’ll never be disappointed.

You see, buildings can be closed, 

programs can be changed, 

pastors can be retired.

But Jesus is a rock-solid companion.
Jesus – says the writer of that letter to the Hebrews –


is the same yesterday and today and forever. [Hebrews 13:8 NIV]
When Jesus speaks of building his church,


he makes it personal.

It doesn’t matter what you know, but who you know.

It doesn’t matter what you did, but who did what (ASL sign for Jesus) for you.

2)  Let’s make war, not love (the church battling)

In a conversation with his followers long ago,

Jesus revealed his plan for the church.

“Let’s make it personal”, he said.

Then he added:


“Let’s make war, not love”.

No, you heard correctly
I did not say: “Let’s make love, not war”.

I may have said that during my college days,


but not now.

I said, “Let’s make war, not love”.

Again you say you’ve never heard Jesus say anything like that?

Again I say let’s eavesdrop;


let’s listen to a conversation Jesus once had with folk like you and me;



let’s hear what he says.

Jesus is speaking with Peter:

On this rock (point to self as if Jesus) I will build my church, 

and the gates of Hell will not overcome it. [Matthew 16:18 NIV]
Sounds like a winner to me!

Seems like the church 

– all of us who have a personal relationship with Jesus –



just can’t lose.

The gates of Hell will not overcome it. [Matthew 16:18 NIV]
Do you see what I see?
Do you see the church 

as a fortress…a place of refuge 

in which we can safely hide from all that is evil “out there”?
That may be our image of the church,


but it is not the picture Jesus paints.

Remember: he spoke of the “gates of hell”.
The gates…

Have you ever seen gates jump off their hinges


and attack an army?

Gates don’t attack; gates are attacked.

The church of Jesus Christ, then, 

doesn’t need much of a defense;


it needs an offense.

“Am I soldier of the cross?” was the title of an old hymn –


an old hymn whose last verse began with this line:



“Sure, I must fight if I would win”.

“Let’s make war, not love”, says Jesus.

But whom do we attack?

Who’s the enemy?

The gates of hell, said Jesus.

The gates of hell?
Who in hell…?

The devil and his angels, replies Jesus.


Hell was prepared for the devil and his angels [Mathew 25:41 NIV]

The rebellious child…the abusive spouse – 

they’re not your enemy.

The left-wing liberal…the red-neck bigot – 

they’re not your enemy either.

The homosexual across the street…

the co-worker who just had an abortion…


the atheist who says there is no god…


the Muslim who says we worship the wrong god –




none of these people are the enemy.

We are not fighting against people made of flesh and blood,


says that pastor named Paul,



but against the evil rulers…of the unseen world, 

against those mighty powers of darkness [Ephesians 6:12 NLT]
All those people I just mentioned –

they’re prisoners of war,



captivated and captured by Satan,




held hostage behind those gates of hell.

Our mission?

To attack the “gates”…and free them.

“Let’s make war, not love”, says Jesus.

How on earth do we wage war?

Listen to these words from a seasoned veteran who goes by the name of Paul:


We are human, but we don’t wage war with human plans and methods.


We use God’s mighty weapons, not mere worldly weapons, 

to knock down the devil’s strongholds. [2 Corinthians 10:3-4 NLT]
We use “God’s mighty weapons”.

Just what are these “mighty weapons”


that can “knock down” the gates of hell?

That seasoned veteran tells us that too:


This good news about Christ – 

it is the power of God at work, saving everyone who believes. [Romans 1:16 NLT]
It seems that you and I are to wage a war of words –


soft words…kind words…God’s words…


words about Jesus…words from Jesus




words to woo and win the prisoners back to Jesus.
“Sure, I must fight if I would win”;


that’s what the old song claims.

But I’d like to know:


if I fight, will I win?



will I succeed in freeing my brother…my best friend?

will my words release any hostage at all?

Yes, I know what Jesus says:


“the gates of hell will not prevail”.

But still…

From the lore that surrounds the Polish pianist Paderewski comes this story.


A mother 

– determined to encourage her young son to continue piano lessons – 

bought two tickets to a Paderewski concert.


As they found their seats near the front of the auditorium,


they both eyed the grand Steinway piano on stage.


The mother started to talk with person seated next to her,



and did not notice her young son slip away.


When the house-lights dimmed, the spotlights came on



and bathed the piano in light.


Only then did the mother see her son,



seated at the Steinway,




begin to play “Twinkle, twinkle little star”.


The mother gasped; the audience roared.


Then Paderewski walked on stage,



and sat beside the boy on the bench.


“Don’t quit; keep playing,” he whispered in the boy’s ear.


The Master reached past the boy with his left hand



and began to improvise a bass part.


With his right hand, he added a running obbligato.


The audience was spell-bound.


When the piece was finished,


the audience applauded




and the little boy announced,





“I didn’t know I could do that”.


If I fight, will I win?


Will my words win anyone for Jesus?
Hard to imagine, isn’t it?

But “for us” says Martin Luther


-- and “with us” says God --



“fights the valiant One”…




the One “whom God himself elected”.
And then that old battle hymn continues with these words:


“You ask who this may be?


The Lord of hosts is he,


Christ Jesus, mighty Lord,


God’s only Son, adored.”

We do not wage war – even a war of words – alone.

Beside us is our Master,

whispering in our ear, “Don’t quit; keep fighting!”

And then – like Paderewski –

he covers for what we do wrong…



compensating for what we can’t do,




even congratulating us for what he does,





as we say: “I didn’t know I could do that”.

“Let’s make war, not love,” says Jesus.

“The gates of hell will not prevail.”

At the end…
We are observing our 25th anniversary this month.
Will we be able to observe another anniversary 25 years later?

I certainly hope so, but who knows?
For the past few years,


the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod has seen at least one of her churches 

close its doors every week.

There are no guarantees that this – or any other – church will survive.

But you and me – we can survive…


as long as we make it personal…



as long as we develop a relationship with Him 

who is the head of the church.

Not only will we survive,


we also can succeed.
If we make war,


we will see gates open…



we will see captives freed…




we will see Satan surrendering some of our loved ones.

That, you see, is the master plan.

That also is the Master’s promise.

	On 22 April 2007, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651.770.3618).
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