3

The Church as the Body of Christ

Sunday, January 30, 2011 with Pastor Mike Clark

Church of the Valley, Apple Valley, CA

The Lord gifts us with a supportive community where we never have to be alone. We find this gift of community in the Church, which the Bible helps us to understand in four images: a family, a fellowship, a shepherd’s flock and a body. Many find the illustration of the Church as the body of Christ the easiest to understand. Let’s look at one of the many verses that describe the Body of Christ.

1 Corinthians 12:18-21, But our bodies have many parts, and God has put each part just where He wants it. How strange a body would be if it had only one part! Yes, there are many parts, but only one body. The eye can never say to the hand, “I don’t need you.” The head can’t say to the feet, “I don’t need you.”
We all have bodies. We know how every part of our body is important. We know when one part hurts, we feel it through our whole body. If we stub a toe, pinch a finger, or poke an eye, we are in pain. We fear losing any part of our body, even a very small part. Every part of our body is valuable to overall health and well-being. The apostle Paul said, "The eye can never say to the hand, “I don’t need you.” The head can’t say to the feet, “I don’t need you.”  Every part fulfills a valuable purpose for the health of the body. Fingers touch. Hands grasp. Eyes see. Ears hear. Hearts pump blood. Minds think. Legs walk and run.

Since we understand this so clearly with the human body, we can understand this same concept is vital to the Church body of Christ. Every member should fulfill their part for a healthy body. Every part of the Church body is needed for the Church to be effective. No part of the Church body is more important than any other part. In the successful Church every member contributes; every part serves for the greater good. If members feel unneeded or not valuable, they don't contribute and serve in the ministry of that Church. The more this happens, the more the Church body becomes limited and handicapped. The more this happens, the more strain is placed on the remaining members that continue to serve. I have learned the hard way that if my stomach muscles get too out of shape, that puts extra stress on my lower back muscles. They work too hard and become tensed so much at times they cause me great pain. They literally lock in place because they get overused. They shut down to protect themselves. I need to get my stomach muscles working well to take the stress off the back muscles. Just as in the human body, this stress leads to problems for the Church Body when some parts get overworked. Thus for the Church to become healthy and successfully productive, every member needs to fulfill their part.
At the first Church in Jerusalem this discussion took place because the Apostles found themselves getting stressed, Acts 6:11-4, 1In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food. 2So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, “It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the Word of God in order to wait on tables. 3Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them 4and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the Word.” The Apostles found they were unable to attend to both the ministry of the Word of God and prayer and to the ministry of serving in food distribution for widows and others in need. They could not do a good job doing both and give both the energy and resources needed. So led by the direction of the Holy Spirit, they chose a group of seven, calling them deacons, to take the responsibility of the ministry of the tables. We still have the ministry of the Deacons in our church.  These 7 were not to do all the feeding themselves, but oversee it and get the Church body doing the ministry together. Because of this wise decision, the church prospered. The widows were cared for and the Apostles shared God’s Word. We hear in verse 7 that the church grew adding many new followers of Christ to their body.
Today we will enjoy wonderful refreshments from our Fellowship Ministry Team led by their gifted leader Elder Karen Pepmeyer. Karen enjoys getting our kitchen humming with happy volunteers to serve up food for our church body. On occasion I have observed how she works so well and quickly to get so much ready with her team. Because of her team we have enjoyed our Harvest of Praise feast with over 400 served a full turkey dinner, our summer picnic with Barbecue and other great events. I keep encouraging her to see her role as one who teaches others to do what she does. I know more of you would enjoy working with Karen on her fellowship team. However I am not one to be on that team. That is not where I am best. I am glad Karen is in there. I so appreciate Elder Lou Veira and his Buildings and Grounds Ministry Team. They dig around our buildings with tractors, get up high on mechanized lifts, fix electrical, plumbing, heating, lighting and many more problems. They work early on Saturdays. I know many more of you would enjoy working with Lou and his team. However, I am not one to be on that team. That is not where I am best. I am glad Lou leads that team. I so appreciate Elder Jeff Luther and his Leadership Nominating Committee. They sought out, interviewed and nominated the many new leaders to be presented today at our annual meeting. I help with them some at their meetings, but they do all the time consuming ministry there. I so appreciate Jonathan Weldy who for the last 6 years led our Finance Ministry Team. I sometimes come by their meetings, but mostly stay quiet as that team contains many wise managers for our church finances. I know some of you would enjoy working on this ministry team. I could mention personally all our elders for their fine ministry teams and all they do for our church. All our deacons do a tremendous service in leading our church in caring for each other. So many lead up ministry teams that are not elders or deacons. They are invaluable to the vitality, success and growth of COV. I cannot be with all of them doing all they do, but I appreciate all of them.
Since this makes obvious sense, why have so many come to believe that pastors fulfill all the responsibilities of the Church? If something is not being done, Church members believe the pastor should do it. Is this practical? Is this realistic? Is this Biblical? Is this effective? The answer in each case is no. The pastors fulfill specific responsibilities, not all the responsibilities. Although it is possible to walk on our hands for a few short paces, it makes much more sense to walk on our feet. We should allow the hands and feet to do what they do best to serve the body. We should allow the pastors and the various members of the Church to do what they do best to serve the body of Christ. In fact, if a Church asks the pastors to do more than they should be doing, this harms both the pastors and the body of Christ. How? It harms the pastors because it asks them to do too much and leads them to be tired and ineffective. Our efforts get diluted. Our energy gets drained in doing too many things. We can no longer serve effectively and efficiently in the areas the Lord asks us to serve. I suffered a burn out about 8 years ago in my last church and it was very unhealthy for me and for the church. I will try very hard not to let that happen again. I try very hard to stick to what I can do best for the Church and for Christ. I am educated, trained, experienced and wizened from 32 years as a pastor. My best area of ministry for the Church Body means for me to carry out the ministry of the Word through preaching, teaching and discipling leaders for the Body. If I do this the Body of Christ here at COV prospers. If I do other things, the Body suffers. How? Because I cannot do those other things as well as others. And because, if I do them, others will not be given the opportunity to do these ministries and discover their place in the body for all our benefit. Often times I must decline doing things people ask of me so that the place remains open for another part of our body to enjoy doing what they do best in ministry for our whole church.
So we can be clear on this together here are some Bible verses that detail the way Pastors best serve the Church.  Ephesians 4:11-13, The Lord “gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, 12to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 13until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.” What do pastors do in the church body? Prepare God’s people for works of service so the body of Christ may be built up. How do they do this? By helping all reach unity in faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God. By helping people become mature in attaining Christ-likeness. Pastors don’t do the works of service and ministry. They prepare people to do those ministries. We enable people to serve the Lord and each other. We teach the Word of God and help everyone to understand what it means to be faithful, to follow Jesus and live in Him. Pastors help followers of Christ become mature.
Let’s look at 1 Thessalonians 2:11-12, For you know that we dealt with each of you as a father deals with his own children, encouraging, comforting and urging you to live lives worthy of God, who calls you into His kingdom and glory. Pastors act as parent figures to encourage followers of Christ to live lives worthy of God. Pastors comfort the suffering and grieving. Pastor urge you to serve and live for God’s kingdom and glory so you can find purpose and meaning to your lives. Many times I feel like a father to you helping you draw closer to the Heavenly Father. Most of the time I speak words of comfort and encouragement, but like any father, sometimes I must speak the hard words to correct misbehavior. Know that I always try to speak that truth in love.
This role is reaffirmed in 2 Timothy 4:2, Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction.  Pray for me to have such great patience and give careful instruction.  Understand that I am here to preach the Word. Preaching means to share God’s truth, not Mike’s truth, for daily and eternal healthy living. Preaching means to help you understand how to apply God’s manual for Life – the Bible – the Word of God for us all to know how to live with God and each other. My truth won’t help you do that, but God’s truth will help you every time. Remember, Mike cannot even help you find your car in the parking lot today. The truth of Jesus will help you live in your homes, workplaces, schools and every place you find yourself. To preach the Word means to correct, rebuke and encourage you to follow the Lord. If I don’t do that, I am not carrying out my part here in the Body of Christ.

Look at 1 Timothy 5:17-18, The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching. For the Scripture says, “Do not muzzle the ox while it is treading out the grain,” and “The worker deserves his wages.” We have a special relationship as Pastor and people of the Church. Pastors work hard to preach and teach God’s Word to you to help you mature in Christ and for us all to minister together to God’s glory. In return, you share with us your resources. You provide for us so we can pastor among you. It is an honor to be set free from working another job to work full time with you here. We appreciate when you encourage us and honor us so we can serve you even more. We would not be able to serve you in this way without your support and generosity. You can be sure we work very hard doing all we can for you.  Contrary to popular opinion, being a pastor fills the week.  We don’t just work on Sundays.  We used to have 3 pastors. Pastor Becky and I miss Pastor Dave as I am sure many of you do too. The two of us minister among you doing the work of 3 now. We need your help even more in sharing the ministry so the Body of Christ can be healthy and successful.
Church of the Valley remains committed to the freeing, effective Bible teaching that each member makes a valuable contribution to the functioning of the Church. We, the pastors, commit to doing our part to the best of our ability to the glory of God and the greater joy of the Church. We also commit to not doing what other members of the body can do to fulfill their part to the glory of God and the greater joy of the Church. We ask you, the members of Church of the Valley, to commit to serving with your gifts and Holy Spirit powered abilities for the glory of God and all our joy. In this way our ministry will be magnified, our influence expanded, our service multiplied, our productivity compounded, and our effectiveness increased. The more all serve, the more ministry. The more involved, the more all benefit. The more all benefit, the more joy we all experience. We ask that you do all you can this year to find your place of service and caring in our Church body. Look at the insert that lists many of our ministry teams and opportunities to serve each other in the Lord. Find the place that brings purpose and meaning to your life. Find the place where you are motivated to be involved for the right reasons. Find the place that God designed you to fulfill and enjoy. Our success as a Church body in 2011 and beyond depends upon how all find their proper place to serve in the body of Christ here at Church of the Valley. Thanks to those who have found their place of service and work so hard and faithfully; this includes our staff, elders, deacons and many, many others.
The Lord blesses us so abundantly with each other and with all His gifts, abilities and resources so we can serve Him together. If we tap into all of this power together, we will see so many wonderful things happen in 2011. Let’s work together to be the Heart of the Valley, all of us united with singular purpose to love God, each other and our neighbors in Christ’s love. Amen!

