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“Find Your Balance in Life!” Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

Each One Reach One! (Outreach)
November 8, 2009
Church of the Valley, Apple Valley, CA
(All Bible references from the New International Version unless noted otherwise.)
A pastor invited a very distinguished professor from a Seminary to his church.  He asked the professor to walk around before the worship service to see how the people of the church greeted him.  Sadly, not a single person talked to him.  The professor felt very alone amidst the many church people.  Then the idea was for the professor to share what he experienced in the worship.  Can you imagine how embarrassing that must have been for the pastor and his church?

The experience of that professor is not uncommon.  I have visited many churches.  In some I have been warmly welcomed.  In others, not a single person welcomed me.  What about COV?  How well do we make strangers feel welcome?  I ask that question to new members and get mostly good reviews from them.  Yet, I must honestly tell you that that is not always the case.  This week I received a concern from one who likes our church, but had a hard time finding a place to sit with her family.  They came to our Kirken service and went from front to back.  Everywhere they went seeing open seats, they discovered that the seats were not open after all, but reserved for others.  I shared with her that I understand why people reserved seats.  I too reserve them on occasion for my family members.  However, I felt for her family having a hard time finding anywhere to sit.  What should we do?  Should we ban reserving seats?  Should we have an area where you can reserve a seat and in the rest of the worship place not allow seating?  Should we have our ushers enforce a no-reserving seats policy?  We could issue them some tickets to give out to anyone caught reserving a seat.  (Just kidding.)  It is fun to have some humor about this, but we need to talk about how we welcome new people among us.
Many of you like to sit in the same place in the Sanctuary.  Do you save room for all your friends and deny someone else from sitting by you?  How do you feel when someone else gets to the worship before you and takes your place?  Do you ever feel like telling them to move?  Let’s walk in someone’ else’s moccasin for a moment.  What if you were visiting this church today for the first time and there was no room for you to sit.  If you kept finding people not allowing you to sit by them, would you come back?

What should we do about this?  Especially when we hear these words of Jesus?  Matthew 25:34-40, 34Then the King will say to those on His right, “Come, you who are blessed by My Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world.  35For I was hungry and you gave Me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave Me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited Me in, 36I needed clothes and you clothed Me, I was sick and you looked after Me, I was in prison and you came to visit Me.”  37Then the righteous will answer Him, “Lord, when did we see You hungry and feed You, or thirsty and give You something to drink?  38When did we see You a stranger and invite You in, or needing clothes and clothe You?  39When did we see You sick or in prison and go to visit You?”  40The King will reply, “I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for Me.”
Ahh, that sounds good, yet there is the other side to Jesus’ teaching.  Listen to what Jesus said next in Matthew 25:41-46, 41“Then He will say to those on His left, ‘Depart from Me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.  42For I was hungry and you gave Me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave Me nothing to drink, 43I was a stranger and you did not invite Me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe Me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after Me.’  44“They also will answer, ‘Lord, when did we see You hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help You?’  45“He will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for Me.’  46“Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.”
This is a very tough teaching that states that how we treat strangers determines if we will receive an eternal inheritance in the kingdom of God or an eternal punishment.  Don’t we believe that we can only receive eternal life by faith, not by our works?  However, it seems pretty clear that Jesus teaches here in Matthew 25 that we earn our way into heaven by how we treat the hungry, thirsty, strangers, those needing clothing, sick or in prison.  Which is true - faith or works of caring?  Which is true, especially when we see so many hungry and feel we can’t feed them all?  Will we not be able to enter into the Lord’s kingdom because we only fed half the hungry we met?  Do we have to feed 100% of the hungry we meet or just 75%, 50% or 25%?  What is the cut-off point?  None of us is perfect, yet if we don’t feed one hungry person, or visit one prisoner, or turn away one stranger wanting to sit next to us in worship, are we condemned to eternal punishment?
We can’t be glib about this.  I am not trying to condemn anyone here today or lay a guilt trip on you.  I ask the same questions of myself.  I think it is vital to wrestle together with Jesus’ teaching and come to understand and apply it.  Do I do enough for the hungry, thirsty, strangers, those needing clothing, sick or in prison?  For a 4 month period a few years ago, I volunteered handing out food to anyone who came to a community food bank.  I began that experience thinking it would make me feel more spiritual.  I hoped I would discover there the fullness of serving others in need.  Truth is that I had a mixed experience of joy and sadness, spiritual highs and frustrating lows.  I discovered a joy in helping those that seemed to be in real need and appreciated the food and my help, but this group seemed a minority.  It frustrated me to watch most people take the food for granted and not in thanksgiving.  They fought in line over saving places too.  Some seemed to not be in need, but came to get free food anyway.  I thought they took food away from those who needed it.  I should not have been surprised because in 30 years of ministry, I have helped many people who came in off the street saying they needed food, clothing, money and/or somewhere to stay.  Some of those people were professional panhandlers, loafs, con artists and cheaters, living off the kindness of others without any remorse and not taking any action to help themselves.  Others suffered from psychological ailments.  A few had real needs.  Who should we help?  How do we know when we are being conned and wasting good money and resources or when we truly are helping others in need?  Should we just stop trying to help all strangers?
No, we keep trying to do what Jesus did in the knowledge and hope He will sort everything out.  Jesus does not want us to throw away our hard earned money on con artists, but He certainly does want us to share the gifts He blesses us with to help others.  He won’t let us off the hook by saying that it is OK to ignore the stranger or the hungry person just because we have faith.  Jesus knows we need to let our faith in Him become active in loving others.  Jesus blesses His followers so we can be a blessing to others.  Jesus gave us our gifts, talents and treasures to use wisely, not to throw them away.  Yet He also intends us to use them to care for others, not hoard them; to share our gifts, not be selfish with them.  Jesus is not saying that we enter heaven because of the number of people we have helped.  Jesus is saying that we enter heaven because we have His love which leads us to love others with the love we receive.  Faith is not a philosophy we understand and accept.  Faith is not a principle we say ‘yes’ to only intellectually.  Faith is a relationship in which we receive the love of Jesus and then love the Lord in return.  In that relationship, love flows through us from God and back to God; from God and through each other; from God and out to others in need of knowing God’s love.  Caring for others is working out what Jesus has worked into our lives.  Jesus is stating that if we are not in love with Him, that will show up in how we treat others by ignoring their needs.  If we are in love with Jesus, that too will show up dramatically in how we love others by caring for their needs.
John (4:11,16-21) makes this teaching perfectly clear for us, 11Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.  16God is love.  Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him.  17In this way, love is made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of judgment, because in this world we are like Him.  18There is no fear in love.  But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment.  The one who fears is not made perfect in love.  19We love because He first loved us.  20If anyone says, “I love God,” yet hates his brother, he is a liar.  For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen.  21And He has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother.

Love from Jesus is active in helping and caring for each other.  If we have a heartbeat because we have received God’s love, than our hearts must beat as God’s does.  We must love God, each other and our neighbors with Christ’s love.  We can’t be the Church of the Valley unless we have God’s heart for our valley.  That is why we go out and share the love of Christ on “Outreach Saturdays”.  It reminds us of what we can do every Saturday or any other day of the week as followers of Jesus Christ.  It shows us how easy it is to make a difference in the lives of those who live around us.  We don’t have to do anything special, just do the things that care.  These are simple things like handing out lunch, thanking police and fire officers, cleaning up streets, encouraging those in the hospital, nursing home or care facilities, generously tipping waitresses and waiters, saying nice things to tellers, looking out for ways to get to know and help our neighbors like taking them a loaf of bread or a dozen cookies; mowing the lawn of a senior citizen, bringing groceries to a sick friend, helping a neighbor pick up a car from the service center – the list of everyday actions of caring goes on and on.  Treat others the way you want to be treated is a big part of what Jesus is saying.  Better yet, love in the way you have been loved by the Lord.  The best neighbor is the one who helps his neighbor.  The best employer is the one who helps her employees.  The best friend is the one who lays down his life for his friend.  Jesus did that for us, so let’s pass it on.
I want to do that by reviewing with you some of the experiences shared yesterday in our Outreach Saturday.  Stand up if you participated yesterday.  You were our witnesses and Christ’s ambassadors to our community.  Who would like to come up here by me so I can ask you a few questions about your experience?
· Testimonies from our Outreach Sunday.
Let caring for the hungry, thirsty, strangers, those needing clothing, sick or in prison become part of your everyday lifestyle as you become more and more like Jesus, as you mature into the sons and daughters of God that He designed you to be.  Through each of you, our neighbors will realize that Church of the Valley has the Heart of the Valley, the Heart that comes from Jesus as we (say it with me) love God, love each other and love our neighbors in Christ’s love.  And let’s go out of our way to welcome neighbors even if they are strangers to us.
When I worked as a camp counselor as a teen, our youth pastor always told us that no matter who we were, someone was looking up to us.  Each of us influences others.  Each of us can change the life of others when we offer them the love of Jesus.  Each one of us can reach one, two or more for Jesus and have the great joy of seeing their lives changed for eternity.  When we share the love of Jesus with our neighbors, we are working out the love the Lord works in us for greater life.
