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Jesus Calls COV to be His Church
John 17:13-24

After this worship service today we hold our annual congregation meeting, which some call our business meeting.  If we are to discuss the business of the Church, we should know what the business of the Church is.  What should the Church be doing?  In this there should be no question, as Jesus, the Head of the Church, told us clearly what we should be doing.  John 17 records the “High Priestly Prayer” in which Jesus prays for His disciples and all believers in Christ who will come after them, including us today.  The main point of Jesus’ prayer was for His disciples to be filled with His joy.  Jesus’ joy comes by bringing glory to God.  That is the business of the Church - to bring glory to God just as Jesus did.  He prays that we will be about His business, His ministry of reconciliation to God the Father and to each other.  According to Jesus, the joy of glorifying God comes in the following ways found in each part of His prayer that we will examine now – all of which we endeavor to carry out here at Church of the Valley (COV).  In this prayer Jesus prays for us to be His Church.
13“Now I am coming to You.  I told them many things while I was with them in this world so they would be filled with My joy.  14I have given them Your Word.  And the world hates them because they do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world.  15I’m not asking You to take them out of the world, but to keep them safe from the evil one.  16They do not belong to this world any more than I do.  17Make them holy by Your truth; teach them Your Word, which is truth.

The 1st business of the Church is to receive the Word from Jesus which makes us holy in God’s truth.  Jesus Christ is the Living Word who became flesh – God living among us.  When we want to know Who God is – we look to Jesus.  When we want to know how God wants us to live – we follow Jesus.  When we want to know the truth that makes us holy, we listen to Jesus.  Jesus gave God’s holy Word, which is His truth, to the Apostles.  They in turn wrote it down and taught it to the new Churches they began throughout the world.  We in turn received Jesus’ teaching from them.  The New Testament contains the written Word of Jesus’ teaching to us about how we are to love God, each other and our neighbors.  The Bible contains every truth we need to know about living with God and each other.  Following this truth we received from Jesus makes us holy.  The business of the Church is the business of the Word of God.  Every Church should be Christ-centered by being Bible-governed in all we do and say.  If we do anything contrary to the Word of God, we stop being the Church Jesus calls us to be.  The Bible is our only authority on what we do and say as a Church that follows Jesus Christ.  There is no other authority for us.  As we receive the Word from Jesus, we become the holy people of God.

We share the Word of God in COV through preaching in worship, teaching in classes and seminars, and discussing and applying the Word together in small groups.  Each of these ways helps us apply God’s truth to our daily lives so we become stronger and mature Christ-like disciples.  I have taken a vow to teach you only Jesus’ truth.  You have heard me say over and over, and you will hear me say it many times more in the future, that Mike Clark’s truth will not even help you find your car in the parking lot today, and certainly not help you in your homes, offices, schools or neighborhoods.  I won’t waste your time with my opinions or ideas.  Jesus’ truth goes home with you, makes us holy, transforms our lives, empowers our relationships and brings health to every aspect of our lifestyles for today and for eternity.  Here at COV we pledge to share with you only the truth of God’s Word.  People ask me all the time to teach from a certain person’s books, use a certain person’s videos, apply a certain person or groups ideas that they think will lead COV down the path of those persons or groups.  I politely decline all such invitations.  I will not preach or teach from anything but the Word of God.  Yes, I do use some books and videos as resources to our learning from the Bible, but I only choose ones that direct our attention back to what the Bible teaches us to do and say as a Church.  The preaching and teaching of this Church follows only the truth of Jesus.  That safeguards us from false teachings.  That ensures we won’t waste our valuable time, resources and people on fads that look good one day, but quickly fade away the next.  That guarantees that we will not only survive as a Church but prosper and succeed.  That promises us that we will be united in Christ.  The history of the world contains times of constant division between nations, races, peoples and religious groups.  Many churches fall to division because they do not remain true to God’s Word.  The history of the true Church shows that where people dedicate themselves to the Word of God, there is unity and harmony.  COV dedicates itself to receiving the Word of God which makes us holy.
As we dedicate ourselves to the Word of God, that requires us not only to share that truth with you but also for you to hear and apply that truth to your lives.  I can preach the best sermons I can possibly bring to you and teach the best seminars I can, but if you don’t hear the truth and apply it to your lives, all my efforts are in vain.  Use the outlines we give you that list the key truths we need to live by each week.  Study the guides we hand out and discuss them together.  Meet in small groups so that we can apply these truths together.  Small groups are not just for special campaigns.  Many of you started strong in small groups, but have allowed other endeavors to keep you from attending since then.  Don’t let that happen.  Every follower of Christ should be in some kind of small group.  Many of you think you can live as followers of Christ by yourself.  I can’t impress on you enough how dangerous that is, but also how valuable small groups are to growing your lives in the truth of God.  Here at COV, we must become dedicated to applying the truth of God’s Word to our lives together in healthy, accountable and safe small groups.  Many here have discovered how wonderful it is to meet together regularly with brothers and sisters in Christ to help each other succeed with God’s truth.
The 2nd business of the Church as Jesus prayed for us is to be different from the world by living in and for Jesus.  Are those who follow Christ here at COV different than the world around us?  How do we look different to those around us?  If those who don’t come to COV were to look at our lives together, would they see the difference Jesus makes?  In Christ we are a new community that exists in the world but lives apart from it through actions and words that glorify God.  These actions and words separate us from those who don’t follow Jesus.  Do they see the difference?  Do you see the difference?  In John 13:34-35, Jesus highlighted the biggest difference between His followers and the world, "A new command I give you: Love one another.  As I have loved you, so you must love one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another."  This is why we talk so much about our vision at COV to “Love God, each other and our neighbors in Christ’s love.”  This is why we practice that motto through praying for each other, caring for each other, and taking the love of God out into our neighborhoods.  Last year we held 2 Outreach Saturdays.  This year in March, we are planning a new Saturday of loving each other in Christ.  This will be called Ministry Saturday.  Ministry Saturday will not be for helping those who are not part of our Church family.  We will do that on another Outreach Saturday later in the spring.  On Ministry Saturday we will love those among us in our own Church family; those who can’t do some things around their homes because they have some physical limitations due to health or age concerns.  We will go to their homes and help them with yardwork, housework or repairs.  We have begun to make a list of those who would like help and what help they need.  If you need such help or know of others in our Church family who need help, let us know.  Once we have our list of projects ready, then we will need everyone to volunteer to help them.  I am praying every one of you will pitch in to love each other.  I am praying that we will become a Church known for how much we love each other so that everyone around us will see the difference and know that we are disciples of Jesus Christ.  We will practice this on Ministry Saturday because practice makes perfect.
When we love each other, we become citizens of God’s eternal kingdom while still living in this temporal world.  This will cause others to want to join us, because they desire this loving family in Christ too.  However, Jesus tells us this also causes friction between the Church and the world because the world does not understand our devotion to the Lord.  This requires that we need to be kept safe from the evil one while in this world.  He loves to see Churches broken apart by bickering and fighting with each other.  The last thing the evil one wants is healthy, loving Churches.  He wants us to get discouraged from trying to love each other.  Yes, people will take advantage of our generosity.  Yes, people will not always understand what we are trying to do and they will ascribe false motives to our actions.  Jesus tells us to expect this.  He will protect us if we hold on to His truth and love each other.  Yet this in turn again highlights what makes us different, and will lead many more of those outside the Church to seek what we have discovered in Christ.  So we need to care for each other and minister to the needs of our brothers and sisters in COV.  In this way we show that we are different from the battling world of conflict and division around us.  In this way we discover what Jesus wants us to be as His Church of the Valley.
18Just as You sent Me into the world, I am sending them into the world.  19And I give Myself as a holy sacrifice for them so they can be made holy by Your truth.

The 3rd business of the Church is to be sent out by Jesus into the world.  We carry out a mission and outreach in our word and deeds to those around us; locally, regionally and internationally.  We reach out in Christ’s love through our Outreach days, continuing mission projects such as Crisis Ministry, English as a Second Language, the Rummage Sale and Set Free ministry.  I would like you to hear what we hear in these outreach missions.  People express their amazement for the way COV loves its neighbors.  We also support missionaries, short-term mission trips, and Compassion children in Guatemala, Ecuador and Tanzania.  We have yet to fully realize how much we have been blessed to be a blessing to those around us.

We have the potential in Christ to bring His love and bring renewal to the entire High Desert and well beyond.  As I mentioned, last year we held 2 Outreach Saturdays in which we carried out acts of love to our neighbors.  You fed hungry people, cleaned their streets and yards, visited them in their nursing homes and care centers, encouraged our civil servants in the police and fire stations, and many more ways you shared Christ’s love.  Those were tremendous days in which we glorified Jesus.  Let’s keep doing those days not because we have done them successfully before, but because we want to share the love of Jesus to help those in real need.  Jesus appointed COV to be His representative body to those around us.  He sends us out into the world.  He does not send us out alone, but with each other and with Him.  He makes the difference and grants us success as we share His love in His name.
20“I am praying not only for these disciples but also for all who will ever believe in Me through their message.  21I pray that they will all be one, just as You and I are one—as You are in Me, Father, and I am in You.  And may they be in Us so that the world will believe You sent Me.  22“I have given them the glory You gave Me, so they may be one as We are one.  23I am in them and You are in Me.  May they experience such perfect unity that the world will know that You sent Me and that You love them as much as You love Me.

The 4th business of the Church listed by Jesus in this prayer is to be one together in the Lord with the same glorious unity as God the Father and the Son enjoy.  Because of this unity the world believes in Jesus as they see real relationships of caring among us.  We love each other as we minister to each other, pray and encouraging each other; lift each other up in small groups, and care for those in special need through the Deacon ministry.  We find a unity in God’s purpose, truth and worship.  I have heard people say that we are 2 churches because we have 2 different worship services.  I disagree.  We have different styles of worship but unite in worship of one Lord.  We have different gifts, talents, levels of income, past experiences, ethnic backgrounds, traditions and so many other differences, but we are united in one faith, one hope, one Spirit, one God the Father who reigns over us all.  We create a safe place where the non-churched are welcomed, nurtured and encouraged to know Jesus.  Our options in worship, ministry, outreach and fellowship help us to find more ways to be united in our relationships together in the Holy Spirit.  When we concentrate on the One who unites us, we see the differences between us shrink and become very small.  Jesus prays for our unity, so let us make this commitment at COV to seek every way we can unite together in a wonderful harmony of persons, shapes and services to the glory of Jesus Christ.

24Father, I want these whom You have given Me to be with Me where I am.  Then they can see all the glory You gave Me because You loved Me even before the world began!

The final business of the Church listed by Jesus is for us to be with Jesus for eternal and abundant life.  At COV as we follow Jesus, we become Christ-like sons and daughters of God; mature in our moral character and secure in a future with the Lord that gives us a steadfast hope and faith.  We prepare together for our future life in the kingdom of God.  We learn today to love those whom we will spend eternity with in the Lord’s new heaven and earth.  So here at COV, we work to share Jesus’ abundant and eternal live with all those around us so they can join us in great joy forever.  We commit to carry out Jesus’ great commission to go and make disciples among all the nations, all the ethnic groups around us.  Evangelism is not a dirty or scary word, but the wonderful word that expresses the good news of Jesus Christ to all.
These are all marks of a healthy Church and the ways the Lord calls COV to be His Church in the High Desert.  In many other Bible verses, the Lord calls us to do these five things as His Church: 1) Worship the Lord with all our heart, mind, body and spirit.  2) Fellowship together as members of His Body.  3) Discipleship to learn from the Lord and mature into His likeness.  4) Minister to each other in love with our spiritual gifts, talents and resources.  And 5) Mission and outreach to those outside the Church who also need to know God’s love for them in Jesus.

Thank you to all who share their gifts, talents, wisdom and experiences to help us become the Church Jesus calls us to enjoy in Him.  You gave sacrificially of your time last year with hundreds helping in outreach and mission.  You encouraged each other in God’s Word in many small groups.  You gave generously of your dollars last year by giving over $41,000 dollars more than the year before even when 2009 was the worst recession year since the Great Depression.  You cared for children, youth and older adults.  You led and assisted in worship in so many ways.  You warmly welcomed many visitors to COV resulting in our average attendance growing to 385 per Sunday (an increase of 35 people each Sunday over 2008), with 49 new members joining our Church family and we celebrated 13 baptisms!  Today we celebrated 11 more members!  A special thanks to our dedicated elders and deacons who modeled for us all how we are to step out in faith, trusting the Lord to lead us.  And a very extraordinary thanks to our sacrificing staff who keep giving of themselves even in difficult times without much reward.

2010 looks to be an incredible year as we continue to follow the Lord’s call for COV to be a joyous Church family in which His Holy Spirit does miraculous things because we faithfully offer our lives, hearts and resources for God’s greater glory.  This will require sacrifice on our part.  This will require commitment, faith, prayer and courage.  Let us keep taking those steps of faith that so successfully led us on the Lord’s path in 2009 so we will experience an even greater joy in 2010 to bring glory to our Lord Jesus Christ.

