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January 24: See and Feel God’s Kingdom Ephesians 2

	I want to begin today with a quote from a thinker named Daniel Migliore about the church. To begin his chapter on the church Migliore says, “For many Christians the doctrine of the church . . . is perhaps the least interesting and the most irritating topic of Christian theology. ‘Jesus yes, church no’ nicely summarizes the anger and frustration that discussion of the church frequently arouses.”[footnoteRef:1]He points out what a radical change in thought this contemporary view is from the ancient view of the church, where the Nicene Creed says, “I believe in one holy, catholic and apostolic church,” and founding fathers of the church like Augustine claimed he would never have believed in God without the church.  Well, the times they are a changing, but belief in and commitment to the church, as a local body cannot be left out of the experience of today’s Christians without the loss of something vital. My old theology professor said the church is the sign and agent of the kingdom of God. I rephrase that by saying that the local church is where we see and feel God’s kingdom. Without the church, we have only a shattered and disoriented view of God and God’s purposes in our world. [1:  Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian Theology (Eerdmans, 1991), 185.] 

	Before we explore how the church helps us see and feel God’s kingdom today, let’s look at a few reasons why people regard the church not as a place to experience God’s presence and work out God’s will, but as a problem or an irrelevant organization. First, in America, we have such a culture of individualism, that we neglect the importance of community and communal worship. Self-centered piety sometimes takes the place of fellowship with other believers. This leads to that hunger for connectedness and companionship that I spoke of last week. Second, too often churches focus only on meeting the needs of their individual members and small groups. They lose the focus and drive that comes from working together with others to accomplish great missions within our world and larger communities. Sometimes individual churches, especially larger ones also fall into the pattern of large corporate organizations. When you call the church, you have to select from a menu of options for someone to talk to, someone to care. Finally, and probably most poignantly, often there is no discernable difference between church members and the ungodly society in which they live.  When the community knows the lifestyles of church members doesn’t differ from their own, which don’t profess any godliness, and this is especially telling in small communities, then why should non-believers seek godliness in the church? These are serious issues.  These difficulties should press us as church members to examine our own church’s life and practice. Are we making any difference in our world and community? Are we on mission? Are we making a serious attempt to live what we proclaim?
	In answer to these serious questions that face the church today, Ephesians 2 gives us a wonderful refresher course into what it means to be the church. Let’s listen to the focus we find there for what the church is and should do. First, verses 4-9 reveal that as the church, we are the people of God, who have known God’s redeeming love.  Paul says, “ But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us,  even when we were dead in our transgressions, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved),  and raised us up with Him, and seated us with Him in the heavenly places, in Christ Jesus,  in order that in the ages to come He might show the surpassing riches of His grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.  For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God;
 not as a result of works, that no one should boast.” We are a people who has known God’s life-giving love freely given. This love has brought us from the death of separation from God caused by our sins into life, the life full of resurrection and newness found in Christ’s own resurrection. We should never desire to return to the sinfulness which enslaves and cripples our spirits. As God’s people, our lives should be distinctive in understanding ourselves to be members of a priestly family, who love, forgive, and give friendship and encouragement freely to one another, as we have received it from our God and Savior.
	As the church we are called to be a servant people. Jesus himself came not to be served, but as Lord, to serve and give his life for others (Mark 10:45). Paul puts it this way in Ephesians 2, “For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.” The Bible gives us many pictures of how to work out the good works for which Jesus created us in our communities. We are called to be God’s co-workers, helpers, ambassadors, and witnesses. We are not called to please ourselves or wallow in how good and theologically or ecclesiastically correct our worship services are, but we are called to share the forgiveness and transformed lives we find in Christ, to participate in bringing God’s justice and compassion to our world. Accepting Christ as Savior and Lord means we take up his mantle as suffering Servant to our communities and world.
	We are also called to be the community of the Spirit. In the Spirit’s community racial, gender, and class divisions break down, as Acts 2:17 and following portrays, where the Spirit comes as a rushing fire and Peter recalls God’s Old Testament promises to pour out God’s Spirit on all mankind, so that young and old, male and female prophesy. When the Spirit came and flowed into and through those early believers, people noticed the dramatic change in their lives to the point where that asked what was happening, and how were miracles taking place through the ministry of everyday believers. We need to ask ourselves, would people be challenged to ask those questions from knowing each of us? Have we quenched the Spirit by our sinful  or self-centered livestyles? Ephesians 2 tells us that as the church we “are being built together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit.”  I’ll never forget one mission of benevolence I went on where we took food to a home during the Christmas season. The poor people lived in a place where bugs literally were crawling on the walls and furniture. I don’t have to tell you how quickly I wanted to get out of there. Sometimes, we drift so far from God’s cleanliness in our lifestlyes by saying  because of this or that circumstance, God needs to make an exception for me, that God doesn’t want to remain with us either. God isn’t able to accomplish the joyful and powerful things in and through us that God wants to accomplish, because we aren’t individually or communally seeking to be clean and full of the Spirit. Let us pray that God would help us to clean up and look outward through windows where the grime isn’t keeping us from being a light to our world. Let us seek to bring our calling as the Spirit’s community to fruition.
	The church is to be the sign and agent of the kingdom of God. First, we are to worship. Our first allegiance is to God, for our citizenship is in heaven as Philippians 3:20 reminds us. We should have a heavenly as well as an earthly focus. We eagerly await our Savior. This means that worship works itself out in acts of mission and kindness in our lives. We shouldn’t resemble school children whose teacher is absent and so we make every attempt to drive the substitute insane, because she doesn’t know our names and can’t really report us. I remember once in 7th grade when there was a substitute in my art class. The kids went wild. One girl persuaded a friend to hold up a large board in front of the window while she escaped. I know the experiences she had in general with her rebellious exploits weren’t the fun and freedom she expected. I talked with her years later and she recounted how her bad experiences had colored her world brown and ugly. I contrast this with one of my Seminary professors, who we all greatly respected and well plain old feared. When he didn’t arrive on time for a seminar one day, the rest of us discussed what to do. We knew that the rule was after 20 minutes of lateness, we could leave. But we didn’t. Instead, we discussed the assigned readings until he arrived. The daylight savings time had changed and he didn’t realize he was late. He was pleasantly surprised to find us having done the right and mature thing when we explained that he was late. We should eagerly await the return of our great example and teacher, by busily pursuing what we know He would have us do until He returns. Our great Savior wants us to know abundant, joyful and purposeful life. Why would we treat him like a substitute?
	The church is also the agent of God’s kingdom. When people see the church, they should be able to see and feel the kingdom of God present within us. All believers have the calling to be the hands of Christ, reaching out to bring good to our communities. We also should be the voice of God, calling others to faith and hope. The church has four unchanging functions, regardless of how these are carried out. We are to gather for worship, to nurture young believers, to do evangelism, and to be agents of justice and hope through social action. Worship is primary, but if it is correct, must lead to evangelism and social action. The way these functions are carried out should change, for our world changes and its needs evolve. Jesus prayed for all believers in John 17 that we be in but not of the world, but rather appear as lights in the world, holding forth the word of truth. We need to befriend non-believers, deliberately, with the purpose of offering them the hope we have within us. We are called to know God so intimately that we exercise a prophetic call against evil for our society. If one of these four functions ceases to be present in a church, the church is in danger of dying. One of my favorite new choruses says, “If we are the body, then why aren’t our hands reaching?” In it I hear the prophetic voice of younger believers, saying they feel the newness of God’s Spirit, calling them to be the agents of the kingdom of God, and when I hear it, I want to join in singing it and living it! Sometimes the old-time religion isn’t good enough for me or anyone else, because it needs to be new again and again.
	I want to conclude today by sharing the stories of a few people who have committed themselves to finding diverse ways of being the agent and sign of God’s presence in our world. First is Lester Meriwether, who thinks books can change a child’s life. So he started Books for the Border, along the Mexican/American border. Meriwether feels lack of literacy is one of the root causes of poverty, so he worked with other Texans to collect and distribute books to families without them. Each family who attends a reading fair can bring home 10 books. More than 300 families have received these small libraries. Can you imagine having only 10 books in your home? 
	Chris and Dana Thompson show the kingdom of God in their work through a time credit program called Warm Embrace in South Dakota. The poor people of that community are allowed to exchange work for goods and services. In Bridger South Dakota, there are no jobs and little money, so Chris and Dana organize donations from the whole of the USA, then offer the people the opportunity to work for what they need. This helps the needy people and maintains their dignity. Chris and Dana have the opportunity to share the reason for their efforts is Christ’s love for all.
	Finally, Wanda Kidd, mentors a group of women in Nada Kentucky, and West Helena Arkansas, enabling them to have a jewelry cooperative. The group in Kentucky is called Gorgous Gals and in Arkansas Delta Jewels. The women choose their own beads and designs, making earrings and other jewelry. Each jewelry maker gives back 10 per cent of her take home pay into a community fund that supports a community improvement project. The Gorgeous Gals group chose to give every single senior adult family a $25 grocery store gift card this Christmas. Wanda’s work has helped women with little hope find dignity and be able to have one of life’s greatest joys, the joy of giving.
	I don’t know that God is calling us to these ministries, but God is calling us to find some ministry that makes a difference. God is calling us to live holy lives whose quality shines forth as a testimony of God’s grace and power to live transformed lives. Let us pray that we use eyes of faith to find our own gifts and abilities and how they can meet the needs of our own circles of influence. Let us pray to be a holy people, a servant people, the vibrant community of the Spirit, signs and agents of the Kingdom of God! Amen.


