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We Reach Out Better Together
Matthew 9:35-38
Better Together 40 Days Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

(All Bible verses are New International Version unless otherwise noted.)

Welcome to week 2 of the ‘40 Days of Community.’  During these 40 days, we are doing two things; deepen the sense of community within our church family and reach out to the community around our church family.  The reason we’re doing this is because the Bible says we’re better together.  I have heard from many of you about how well your first small group meetings went.  Thank you for making that commitment.  I have heard about how much you are looking forward to experiencing a deeper life together as the Church of the Valley with God’s heart of love for each other and for our valley.
Today, we are going to talk about our mission together.  God wants us to share His love with other people; our friends, family, neighbors, the people we work with, and to show His love to those who don’t know Christ yet, who are not in His family.  God never made a person He didn’t love.  He never made a person He didn’t have a purpose for.  So God wants us to share that good news, but not alone.  God wants you to do it with other followers of Christ.
Now turn with me to read Matthew 9:35-38, Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the Good News of the Kingdom and healing every disease and sickness.  When He saw the crowds, He had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.  Then He said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few.  Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into His harvest field.”

Notice the full, complete ministry of Jesus; teaching, preaching and healing.  He directed people to God’s Truth, announced the Good News of God’s Kingdom and healed people of their illnesses.  He helped people with all types of problems.  This verse informs the Church of what we should do as the Body of Christ; teaching, preaching and healing.  Jesus took care of every sort of disease and every sort of problem people had, not out of a sense of duty, but because he had compassion for people.  The Bible word for compassion means to feel sympathy or pity from the depth of one’s heart.  This kind of compassion moves us to action.  Jesus ministered to people because He cared for them.  He had compassion for them.
Compassion moves us to do things that we might not ordinarily do.  Caring requires hard work, a lot of effort to serve others through many details and difficulties.  We usually would not choose to visit others in nursing homes, hospitals, prisons, cancer wards, rehabilitation centers or other such places.  But when someone we love lives in one of these places, we go visit.  I don’t enjoy washing dishes or vacuuming.  Vacuuming stirs up lots of dust and makes my allergies hyper-active.  Yet those are two things I can do around our house.  I do them because I love my wife and want to help her keep our house clean.  I find Julie and Dawn, who work full time in our office, often doing extra things to help out around our church.  No one asked them to do this, but they see the need and quickly get the job done.  Why, because they love to serve the Lord and the people of this church.  If we have compassion for others, we will serve them in Jesus in the small and big details.  Our outreach and sharing the Good News begin by asking how we can have God’s heart for people.  If we don’t care about our neighbors, co-workers or classmates, we won’t share the Lord with them.  If we do, we may endure difficulties to help them discover how great a Savior is the Lord Jesus, but we will also reap the rewards.
Where did Jesus’ compassion come from?  God is love.  Everything about Jesus is love, but could He have stayed in heaven and loved us from there?  No!  Jesus saw a great need, so in His compassion He needed to come to earth to relieve it.  This passage tells us that Jesus “had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.”  People around us are harassed and helpless without the Lord.  Harassed means physically exhausted and troubled, distressed or stressed out, tired and emotionally spent.  Does that sound like anyone you know?  Of course.  I know many, many people who fit that description.  Jesus came to relieve the stress, release the burdens, refresh the body and renew the spirit.  Helpless literally means “thrown down.”  All our self-help books and all our striving for personal enlightenment can’t get us back up again.  We need the Good Shepherd to rescue us, get us right again according to the way God created us to live.  Jesus had compassion on us because we are like sheep without a shepherd.
Should we sit idly by as a church while those around us are harassed and helpless?  Of course not!  Yet, sadly the tendency of too many in the church today is to do just that, remain sheltered in our churches while those around us die without the Lord.  A new term to describe the church we need to become today is “missional.”  Missional church means having the heart of the Father for those who are not ‘there’ – in church – yet.  It means we go out to seek the lost, the helpless and harassed, not just appoint missionaries to do that.  The missional church realizes that the Kingdom of God, not the local church, is the final destination.  The eternal rescue of all of God’s children takes precedence over the comforts of those already within the walls of the church.  Are we willing to sacrifice our comforts because we have compassion on those around us who are like sheep without a shepherd?  We need to have our hearts changed to love more as God the Father loves; to see people like Jesus did as sheep without a shepherd or as children without parents.  People around us long for community, a place in God’s eternal family.  Who is someone you know who seems like a sheep without a shepherd, a child without a parent?

One Christmas a few years ago, a friend of my daughter came over to visit.  I was so glad to see her, because I wanted to know how she was doing.  When she was in high school, she fought with her parents and they kicked her out of their house.  My daughter asked if her friend could stay with us for a while and we said “Yes.”  She lived with us for quite a few weeks, and that was not always easy or comfortable for us.  Yet, we wanted to offer our love, so we did that.  That Christmas she looked radiant.  With a large smile on her face, she hugged us and told us that she was doing really well.  She beamed as she told us that she had reconciled with her parents.  I am glad we had a part in caring for her to get her back on her feet and with her parents.

Who are sheep without a shepherd that you know?  Who are people who need to draw closer to Jesus because they are overwhelmed and downcast?  Here are two action items for this week in our 40 Days emphasis on reaching out better together.  Action item 1: Fill out the 5 “Circles of Life” found on page 70 of your small group study guides.  This means writing down names of those in your family, friends, work, school or neighborhood that you want to share the love of Christ with them.  Action item 2: Share one or two of these names with your small group and explain how you want to share the love of Christ with them.  Your small group will then have a prayer list.  Keep praying weekly for each other and those names and watch to see what happens as you pray about them together.  You will be blessed to see answers to your prayers.  You will discover ways you can share the love of Christ with them and see some of them come closer to the Lord.
Let’s take a moment to pray about some of these people.  I want you to say out loud a name of someone you know that needs the Lord.  Just right where you are, think of someone who needs the Lord more.  Let me begin with a short prayer introduction and then everyone says your names all at once.  “Lord we love these people and we want them to know you.  Here are the names we lift up to you…  And all God’s people said “AMEN.”
Abraham was blessed by God so that he would be a blessing to the nations!  We have been blessed by Jesus to be a blessing to those around us.  So let me ask you, do you have a blessing strategy?  Have you planned specific ways you can bless others?  Again, this involves us thinking more how to serve those in our communities around us than to remain serving each other within the safe walls of the church.  The Church functions best when we reach out to love those around us.  That is true for families too.  Have you notice that when people get too comfortable, they get picky, judgmental and get on each other’s nerves?  Yet the family or church that serves others draws tightly together.  Our blessing strategy dictates our missional strategy and produces greater joy and love in our church family.
To win the right to share the truth about Jesus today in our communities, we must first serve in love.  This was how the early church converted the Roman Empire.  Sociologists studied early Church growth and found that growth came when Christians served their community.  For instance, Roman parents often abandoned infants, especially daughters to die because they felt them to be an inconvenience.  Christians found them, cared for them as their own children and raised them.  Then, during plagues while everyone else fled the Roman cities, Christians stayed behind and cared for the sick.  The Christians felt that they had a secure afterlife, so why not stay and help even if they died?  All the rescued children grew up, all the healed people lived, and then soon all the Romans noticed what the Christians did, and soon thereafter, the Roman Empire saw a great Christian revival.

Jesus tells us the harvest is great but the workers are few.  Don’t stand on the sidelines!  Start enjoying the fruit of the harvest!  Start serving for the revival of America or at least Apple Valley and the High Desert!  Here is action item 3 for this week; start looking for opportunities to share the love of Christ.  Colossians 4:3 (NLT), “Pray for us, too, that God will give us many opportunities to speak about his mysterious plan concerning Christ.“  Look for those who are open to friendships and build that up in Christ’s love though you.  You might be surprised who is open to Christ.  It might be a clerk at the grocery store, you dentist or veterinarian, your landscaper or postal carrier, your teacher or student.  If you don’t look for these opportunities, you won’t be ready to take advantage of them.
One Christian wrote, “Every Sunday morning on the way to church, I used to stop at the gas station near my home for a cup of coffee.  That's where I became friends with Sue, a rather intimidating woman with tattoos all over her arms.  After her, it was Mohammed, my first Muslim friend.  And then I met a fellow I'll call Stu.  He's a scruffy-looking guy, kind, but always seems down on his luck.  On one occasion Stu pulled me aside and (knowing I was a Christian) said, "There are some of those born-again Christians at my office who won't leave me alone.  What can I say to get them to stop talking to me about being a Christian?"  I was stumped by his question.  Actually, I chuckled at the irony of it all.  But then I felt like God gave me an idea.  "Why don't you tell them that you'd rather not talk about that right now, but you wouldn't mind if they prayed for you."  And to my surprise, that's what he did.  On another morning, Stu walked with me to the coffee machine.  I was wishing (not even praying, just thinking) that he'd ask me what I was going to talk about at church—something he never did.  But out of the blue he asked me, "What are you going to talk about this morning?"  I told him, "I'm going to tell the story of the Good Shepherd looking for the lost sheep."  To my surprise, he replied simply, "I'm a lost sheep."  Just like that.  "I'm a lost sheep."  I replied quickly, "You, uh, ought to come to church this morning," He didn't come that day, but eventually he started coming occasionally.  He's gradually feeling more comfortable around church and around God.  And I keep praying for and getting together with the man who came right out and told me, "I'm a lost sheep."

We don’t know who will respond to God’s call.  We don’t choose the members of God’s family just as no sibling has a say in who is in the family.  We must therefore take great care not to exclude anyone God may be including.  Entry into the Kingdom of God comes by the heart trusting and the mouth confessing Jesus is Lord.  There are no requirements for the way we dress, the language we speak, a specific hairstyle, a certain economic status or any other external standard.  Shower those who show an openness to know Jesus with your compassion.  Who was someone who helped to direct you to the Lord by their love and encouragement?  They influenced you because they loved and encouraged you, not judged and discouraged you.  They saw beyond your faults and failings to the child of God that needed encouragement.  Be that person to someone else; an encourager not a discourager, a helper not another boss, a friend not an enemy, a shepherd for Christ to a lost sheep.
Action item 4 for this week: in your small group begin to plan what project you can do that will show Jesus’ love to our community.  On Saturday, March 7, we are going to have a “COV Outreach Day” to share the love of Jesus with our community.  On that day as servants of Christ, we will care for others with “no strings attached.”  We don’t help in the community to build up our personal kingdom.  We help in the community to share the love of Christ, whether people respond or not.  Yet what we discover is that serving others with no strings attached is far more attractive than ‘preaching at others’.  1 Thessalonians 2:8, “We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the Gospel of God but our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us.”  People become curious when they see unselfish caring.  Altruistic actions draw the attention and affection of others toward friendship.  Last week a church in San Diego did this.  Over 1500 members of that church served by doing such things as fixing up a baseball field, cleaning toys at a Headstart facility, sewing liners into helmets “to keep the Marines cool in Iraq, prepped for painting a Training, Education & Research Institute group home, and a master gardener and her crew of a dozen or so volunteers trimmed trees and planted a sensory garden complete with wind chimes and a fountain for autistic residents to enjoy.  Those involved felt a great sense of accomplishment and purpose in serving together, and those who received were so grateful.  They plan on another such day in the future because it was so meaningful.  So begin to plan what your small group will do.  By the way, we will have t-shirts made up and available for everyone for that day with COV on them and our motto, “Heart of the Valley.”
Here’s the last action step I will mention today: Ask God to give you a deeper love for other people.  One of the best ways that you can show love to a friend, a family member or a coworker who is not a believer yet is simply to ask them, “How can I pray for you?”  I’ve never had a single person in my entire life say, “Oh please don’t.  No, don’t pray for me.”  Everybody wants to be prayed for, and that will open many hearts for God.  As Jesus asks us, let us pray for more harvesters, for more Christians with a heart like the Father’s to share the love of Jesus.  As we pray this, we will probably realize our hearts need to be changed the most.  Yet still some of you may be saying, “What is the use?  I can serve them all day and they still won’t come to know the Lord.”  Well, that sounds a lot like Jonah who would not go to the Assyrian people because he thought it was a lost cause.  Yet, what happened when the Lord pushed Jonah to go?  God brought the success!  Jonah was actually upset that they came so easily to know the Lord.  Jesus has the same message for us, “The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few.  Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into His harvest field.”  There are many people around us who want to know Jesus.  They just don’t realize that yet.  The harvest is ripe.  Let’s throw ourselves completely into doing what Jesus asks of us!
Would you pray with me please?  Father, you have given us a mission in the world to share Your good news and Your love with other people.  Thank You that we don’t have to do it alone.  Thank You that right now as we share, You’re going to give us Your words and love for others.  And I pray that You will raise up an army with a heart to change the world.  

Now pray this in your heart, “Dear God, I realize that You’ve put specific people in my life because You want me to share Your love with them.  Today I accept my mission.  I want You to use me.  Help me to be concerned about people around me who don’t know You.  I realize that they are not going to know unless we show them.  Help me to remember that no one is hopeless; no one is beyond reach of your love.  Help me to partner with my small group.  The people that I think are so far from You, really Your love is still farther and can reach out to them.  So in faith, I ask You to help our group reach more people for Jesus during the next 40 days.  In Your name, we pray.  Amen.”
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