                                     08/12/07  Sermon:  “Jesus Sends Us Out!”
              ( Texts:   Acts 7:59-8:4;  1st Timothy 4:9-11, 13, 15-16;  Mark  6:7-13 )

************************************************************************
     In the June and July Newsletters for this congregation I included some information about the “Ablaze” movement in the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod.  What is the “Ablaze” movement?  Simply put, “Ablaze” is the symbol of the “fire of the Holy Spirit” who ignites our hearts with the Good News of Jesus Christ with the result that we want to share that Good News with others.  

     The “Ablaze” movement has the goal that the members of the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod would reach 100 million people with the Good News of Jesus.  You’ll be hearing more about “Ablaze” in the months ahead.  

     For now, let’s examine our Gospel reading from Mark ch. 6.  Simply put, Jesus wants His fellow Jews to hear the Good News that He is their promised Messiah and that He has come to save them from their sins and give them new life with God that will last forever.  

     But the people need to hear Jesus’ message if they are to be saved.  So, what does Jesus do to get His Word out?  He sends His 12 Apostles.  He gives them power to heal and cast out demons so that people will know that they speak for Jesus, God’s Son!  But even more, they are to preach repentance and forgiveness of sins in Jesus’ name.
     But the 12 Apostles are not the only people that Jesus sends out to be His witnesses.  After Jesus’ ascension He sends the Holy Spirit who moves many Christians to speak God’s Word with the result that more and more people are brought to faith in Christ.

     For example, in our reading from Acts we heard about the persecution against the Christians in Jerusalem that took place after Stephen was killed because of His witness for Jesus.  The text says that ONLY the Apostles remained in Jerusalem, but all the other Christians – most of them ordinary laypeople like you – were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.  Now, listen to what the text says about these ordinary laypeople:  “Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.”
     I know what you might be thinking at this point:  “Pastor!  Are you saying that Jesus wants to send me out to speak His Word to others?”  My answer is:  “Yes!”  But then you might say:  “But I’m so unworthy.  I’m too sinful to be a witness for Jesus.  Besides, I don’t know much about the Bible, so I wouldn’t make a very good witness.”
     Those are two common reasons people give for not being a witness:  1) I’m too sinful and 2) I don’t know enough about the Bible.  Well, as for being too sinful, I’ll deal with that later in the sermon.  However, what about your point that you don’t know enough about the Bible?  

     First of all, you don’t have to be a Bible scholar or have a seminary degree to be a witness for Jesus.  Just read through Luther’s Small Catechism and that will give you the basic information you need to speak about God’s message of repentance and forgiveness in Jesus.  Also, you can use some of the resources we have here at Church.  For example, this tract “7 important Truths” is a great tool to use to share the Gospel with people.

     However, I will agree with you that many lay people could know more about the Bible than they do.  But that’s why I’m here!  In our reading from 1st Timothy we heard what Paul said to a young Pastor named Timothy, and these words apply to all pastors of all times and places.  Listen:  “…devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching … be diligent in these matters … Watch your life and doctrine closely.  Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.”
     One of the reasons God commands that certain Christian men be trained as pastors is so that they can strengthen the faith of God’s people by preaching and teaching His Word to them.  So, if you don’t know as much about the Bible as you’d like, then take advantage of what your pastor would love do for you!  

     Not only should you attend Services like this on a regular basis.  In addition, make it a priority to attend the Bible Classes I offer.  In my most recent newsletter article I challenged every adult who comes to a Sunday Service to also stay for adult Bible Class.  Of course, then I’d have to teach the Sunday Adult Bible Class in the sanctuary – which is exactly what I’m going to do, starting on September 9th!  
     Just think of it!  Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could have 100+ adults growing in God’s Word during Bible Class on Sunday mornings!!  One example of this happening in our own Circuit is St. John’s Lutheran in Oakes.  Even though their membership is half our size, they often have over 100 adults in Bible Class.  This has been a great blessing for their congregation, as it will be for ours.  So, I hope to see many more of you in adult Bible class on Sunday mornings.
     Having said that, I would now like to talk about all the ways that God “sends you out” to be a witness for Him.  Simply put, God sends you out to be a witness for Him in the ordinary relationships you have in the various contexts of your lives.

     First, you are “sent out” in your FAMILY.  In Ephesians chapter 6 Paul says that fathers should raise up their children in the nurture of the Lord.  In Luther’s Small Catechism each section begins with these words:  “AS THE HEAD OF THE HOUSEHOLD SHOULD TEACH HIS FAMILY…”

     Now, some fathers might say to me:  “But Pastor!  I don’t know the bible very well.  How can I teach my kids the faith?”  My answer is:  “Read Luther’s Catechism with your children.  Say simple prayers with them.  It’s not that hard!  Also, come to the Bible Classes I offer and you will learn more about the faith, which you can then pass on to your children!”
     Of course, some homes don’t have a father to teach God’s Word to the family.  Maybe the father is dead or not around or not even a Christian.  That’s when the mother has to take over and do it herself.  But that’s a hard job!  It’s also a hard job for fathers who are doing it alone and don’t have the support of a godly wife.  Single parents need our prayers and support.  But they also can be faithful witnesses to their children with our help.
     Finally, it’s not just fathers and mothers who get to share God’s Word.  The entire Christian family should strive to build up one another in God’s Word.  Whether you’re a father, mother, wife, husband, grandmother or grandfather, daughter, son, sister or brother – God wants you to speak His Truth in love within your home.  He wants you to be missionaries to each other.  That’s why having family devotions on a regular basis is so important.

     However, Jesus does not only “send you out” in your family.  The second place that Jesus “sends you out” is your NEIGHBORHOOD.  That leads to some questions:  “Do you know your neighbors?  Do you show them love and kindness?  Do you pray about opportunities to share the Gospel with them?” 

     Andrea and I do our best to get to know our neighbors, but I admit we could do better.  Thanks be to God, He has given us opportunities to meet some of our neighbors and even witness to a few once we’ve developed a relationship.  You can do the same as you take time to get to know your neighbors and then speak God’s Word to them when He gives you the opportunity.

     The third place that God “sends you out” is at WORK or SCHOOL.  Adults, are there people at your job who need to hear about Jesus?  I’m sure there are!  So, pray that God would open a door for you to witness to them.  You may have to build a relationship first, but I promise that God will use you if you give Him the chance!
     Students – from Kindergarten all the way up through college – God also sends you out to be His witnesses at school.  Many of your fellow students out there need to hear about Jesus – especially in the college setting where so many things challenge the Christian faith.  Christian students, pray that God would give you opportunities to build relationships with your fellow students so you can speak God’s Truth in love to them.

     The fourth place that God “sends you out” is in our COMMUNITY.  Whether we’re involved in social events, sporting events or other events or organizations, we have a great opportunity to be a witness for Jesus.  For example, something as simple as saying a family prayer before a meal at a local restaurant can open the door to be a witness.  This has happened to Andrea and me over the years.

     In fact, Jesus wants our congregation to be a witness for Him in our community.  We’re already doing that with such things as my “His Word is Truth” article in the paper, the “Christ the Way” radio program, the “Good News” magazines that have been given to various people in Jamestown, and, of course, the community Thanksgiving Dinner we offer every year.  I hope we can do even more things like this in the future so that we can find more ways to bring God’s Word to the people of our community.

     Finally, God sends you out to be a witness here at CHURCH.  You heard me right!  We are witnesses to each other here at Concordia!  We can help each other grow in the faith as we speak God’s Word to each other.  We can serve our fellow members who are hurting or in need.  We can try to visit members who have not been to Church lately and lovingly invite them back to hear God’s Word with us.  
     My brothers and sisters in Christ, I have shared with you FIVE areas where Jesus “sends you out” to be His witnesses.  As you live for Jesus in this world, others will notice, and God will give you a chance to speak His Word to them.

     But now allow me to respond to the other excuse we often use as to why we can’t be a witness for Jesus.  You might say:  “Pastor, I’m a sinner.  I don’t always live like a Christian.  In fact, sometimes I’m a bad example.  How can God send me out to be His witness?”  Here’s may answer:  “Join the club!”  Your pastor is a sinner, too!  I don’t live a sinless life, either.  But God still uses me.  And He can use you, too.

     Let me give you a brief example.  One time Peter was fishing with the other disciples.  They had caught no fish.  Jesus tells them to cast their nets on the other side of the boat.  Peter doubts Jesus, but he obeys Him anyway.  As you know, they catch more fish then they can handle.

     After this happens, Peter is convicted.  Not only had he doubted Jesus, but Peter suddenly becomes aware that Jesus knows about the multitude of other sins in his life.  At this point Jesus stands in front of Peter and they have the following conversation.  In Luke chapter 5 we read:  “…Simon Peter…fell at Jesus’ knees and said, ‘Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!’ … Then Jesus said to Simon, ‘Don’t be afraid; from now on you will catch men.’”
     Did you hear what happened?  Jesus didn’t even mention Peter’s countless sins.  You see, Jesus was going to die for Peter’s sins, just as He would die for YOUR many sins as well.  

Jesus also told Peter not to be afraid.  In other words, Peter’s sins were forgiven.  In the same way, your many sins are forgiven.

     Then Jesus said that Peter would “catch men.”  In other words, Jesus would send Peter out to be His witness.  Guess what.  This same Jesus will send YOU out to be His witness, sinner though you are.  You see, the Christian message is not about US and how good WE are.  No!  The Christian message is about JESUS and all that HE has done for us helpless sinners.

     I thank God that He has sent me to be your Pastor.  I get excited when I realize that God has sent me to feed you with His Word so that He can send you out to share His Word with others.  What a wonderful privilege it is for us to be God’s witnesses in this corner of His Kingdom.  
     The goal of the LCMS “Ablaze” movement is that we speak the Gospel of Christ to 100 million people.  That mission goal starts here at Concordia, and it also starts with YOU.  Jesus sends YOU out to be a loving witness to others.  Amen!  
