Pastor Jeff Williams: January 13, 2008

Heroes: Part II: “Courage and Conviction”

I’d like you to turn in your Bibles to Matthew 20, if you would please. We’ve been talking about superheroes. Are you a hero? That was our topic last week. 
You might not even remember this. I’m sure you probably do, but from the time you were yeah high to the time you grew up, you were asked the same question over and over and over again. You were asked this by your parents multiple times.  You were asked this by teachers, coaches, Sunday School teachers, neighbors, friends, siblings. You were asked this same question over and over and over and over. Your answer to this question probably changed through the years. Do you know what that question was? What are you going to be when you grow up? What are you going to do? When you grow up, what are you going to spend your time doing? What will you become? You were asked that question over and over. When you were really little, it was probably something like an astronaut, “I’m going to be the President of the United States. I’m going to play for the Bears.” (Congregation laughing.) Hey, let me have my moment here. My season is done. 
But it was probably something pretty glamorous or famous, heroic. It may have changed over the years. You may have become more realistic as you grew older. You might have said, “I want to be a teacher, a fireman, a businessman,” or all these good professions you can choose. I guarantee, when asked the question, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” probably none of you answered, “I want to be a servant. I want to grow up and serve people. You probably didn’t say that. You may have said, “I want to grow up and have servants. That would be cool, people to wait on [me at] my beck and call,” but you probably didn’t say, “I want to grow up and be a servant. I want to grow up and be a slave. I want to serve people for the rest of my life.” You probably didn’t say that. It’s not glamorous. It doesn’t sound desirable. 

Yet, Jesus, when He came, said the greatest thing that you and I can be is a servant. The most heroic thing we can do is serve people. The way you can be a champion for God is to have a humble heart, the heart of a servant. That is still radical thinking and teaching, but it was extremely radical because servants were the lowest of the low. The servant had no rights. The servant really didn’t have freedom. The servant was controlled. To say: “The greatest thing is to be a servant,” if that’s what Jesus says, talk about out of the box!  Jesus is going to be approached by the mother of James and John, the sons of Zebedee. She is going to ask Jesus if her sons can sit at His right and left side when He comes into power. 
“Can they be Your number one? I know You’ve got 12, but can my boys-little Jimmy and little Johnnie, can they be number one and number two in Your kingdom?”

Her heart was in the right place, but this action was probably not the best action. Anybody here ever had good intentions. You wanted to do right, and it ended up being the wrong thing to do? Anyone here? I am talking to the right crowd, right? 

I heard about this woman who wanted to help this little boy. He couldn’t reach the doorbell. He was struggling, trying to reach the doorknob. She said, “Hey, let me help you out.” So she picks him up and holds him up to the doorbell, and he goes ding-dong, ding-dong, ding-dong. She puts him down, and she says, “Okay, what next?”

He says, “Run like crazy.” (Congregation laughing). She meant well, but it was not the right thing to do. 

So the mother comes and she says, “My boys are nice boys. Can they sit with You on Your thrown?” So there is this dialogue between Jesus and the mom. Maybe James and John are embarrassed, but they seem to be cooperating in the effort. But it trickles down to the other Disciples. They get very angry and jealous that James and John-or at least their mother thinks-are more important, more devoted to Jesus than they are. So they start to weight in and say, “Well, if anybody can sit at the right hand, it should be me.”

“Oh no, it should be me.” So, they start to squabble as to who is going to have the most in the Kingdom. Jesus uses that as a teaching moment. 
He says in Verse 25 (of Matthew 20, page 977 of pew Bibles), “He called them together and said, ‘You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave…” That’s the word doulos, a bond-servant. It’s used over and over again. James calls himself a bond-servant. Paul does. Just about all of the writers in the New Testament [call themselves a bond-servant]. Peter does; Jude does; they all call themselves bond-servants. That meant you belonged to somebody else; you were under somebody else’s control. He said, “You have to be a servant. You have to be a slave.  
So the “‘Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve and to give His life as a ransom for many.’” 
[Jesus would have said], “If anyone should be served, it should be Me. I’m the Son of Man, yet I have come not to be served but to serve. I’ve come to give and lay down my life.” Jesus had a humility about Him.
There are some times when we Christians think, for some strange reason, that it’s about us-that Christianity is about our advancement. It’s about our well-being; it’s about God blessing us. It’s about what’s in it for us. I’m telling you, friends, the Bible doesn’t know anything about that kind of Christianity. Christianity, when it’s lived out, is about humility. It’s about servanthood. If God calls us to do anything for Him, none of us are above that. 
Pastor Jerry’s first job in ministry was cleaning toilets. My first job in ministry was driving kids on the bus and doing all kinds of unpleasant things those first years, but it was for the Lord. It was for the Lord.

I remember hearing a story about-this act took place in the Revolutionary War-where some of the American soldiers were fixing a breach; a beam had broken in one of their defenses. They were trying to lift this heavy piece of wood up, and they were struggling. The man who was their superior was barking orders at them, shouting at them to try harder-to lift harder. They weren’t working hard enough. So he was shouting orders, saying, “You guys have to work harder.” A man wearing plain clothes came up on his horse. He says, “Sir, why don’t you come down from your horse and help these men? They’re struggling.”
He says, “Well, you must not know whom I am. I am a corporal.”

The man in the plain clothes says, “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.” He saluted the corporal. He got off his horse, went down, and he helped the men. He struggled with them, lifted, and finally they put the beam back in place. The man mounted his horse and said good-bye to the corporal. He said, “Corporal, next time you need assistance, if you get a job you don’t have enough men for, give a call to your commander-in-chief, and I’ll be glad to come and help you again.” George Washington then rode off.
He’s not above getting in the trenches. So when it comes to rolling up our sleeves and serving, contributing, even to the least of these, Jesus says, “None of us are above that.” God has called us all to humility. He’s called us all to servanthood because people matter to Him. In fact, Jesus equated loving Him with ministering to people. Remember when Peter denies Jesus three times before the cross and after the Resurrection? Jesus gives Peter an opportunity to affirm his love for Christ three times and asks him the same question three times, “Peter, do you love me?” 
Peter’s response is the same, “Yes, Lord, you know I love You.”

What does Jesus say every time? “Then feed my sheep. Then tend to my lambs.” The way you demonstrate love for Christ is by loving people, by serving people. 

We see in this same Book of Matthew, the 25th chapter; [there is] a glimpse of the judgment. I guess what is so ominous about this passage is this is not an allegorical passage. This is not a parable. This is Jesus speaking of a literal event that will take place at the consummation of the ages, the last of time. 

Verse 31 (page 984, Matthew 25) says, “‘When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the angels with Him, He will sit on His throne in Heavenly glory. All the nations will be gathered before Him, and He will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will put the sheep on His right and the goats on His left.’

“‘Then 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.”’”

“For you gave a lot of offering in the offering plate; you never missed a Sunday; you memorized all kinds of Scripture; and you were perceived to be holy by everyone around you.” Is that what He says? No.

He says, “‘“For 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, I needed clothes and you clothed Me, I was sick and you looked after Me, I was in prison and you came to visit Me.”’

“‘Then the righteous will answer Him, “Lord, when did we see You hungry and feed You, or thirsty and give You something to drink? When did we see You a stranger and invite You in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?”’
“‘The 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.”’

Then He turns to the others and says, “‘Whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for Me.’” 
Jesus identifies love for Him and service for Him where meeting-not only the spiritual needs-but the physical needs of people who are around us. We minister in Dominican Republic not only to the spiritual needs of the people, but we minister to their physical needs. We built homes; we repaired walls. The church there was just finishing their water filtration system. [They now are] distributing water at a fraction of the cost for the people in the village to buy. [We are] starting schools, establishing clinics. Ministries like Doug and Jan Welborn in Mexico who we support, the Voice of Love… People are taken by shysters all the time. They think they’re filing the right paperwork and paying the right amounts of money [to get out of the country] only to find out they’ve been taken to the cleaners. They’re turned away from the border, and they’re sent back to Mexico with no money, no clothing, and no food. Doug and Jan take them in, and they give them a bed. They give them food and they pray with them. They read Scripture with them, and they share the love of Christ with them. They say, “Here’s why we are doing this. It’s a package deal. It’s part of the ministry of the church.” We see the suffering around us. One woman was so upset, she said, “Lord, I don’t understand all the suffering. Why don’t You do something about the pain and heartache that’s in the world?”
God responded back and He said, “I did. I created you.” To the least of these…
That man we saw in the video was one of the least of these. He was a statistic. He was one of the five to seven that would die in the streets that night from exposure to the cold. He was a man who was homeless, a man without a job, a man who was an alcoholic. He was a consumer of society. People by the hundreds drove by in their cars as he slept there on that sidewalk. People by the dozens walked by him, and one person said, “You know what? I can’t save them all, but I can save this one. I can save this life.” 
People matter to God; they should matter to us. This command, this admonition from Jesus, is a call to action to the church that we should be about more than what we’re doing now. Don’t worry, listen: Before I gave you this message, I’d already been convicted of the Holy Spirit. I figure if I’m going to be miserable, you might as well be miserable with me. We’ll be miserable together. 
The goal isn’t to walk out of here and say, “Boy, I tell you, I’m not doing all I should do or can do.” The goal is that we leave this place with the determination to do more than we are doing. That’s what the church is about. There’s this misconception-and I don’t know where it started from, but I do know it didn’t start from the Scripture-this idea that the church hires the pastor; the pastor goes in the hospitals; the pastor goes in the prisons; the pastor goes in the nursing homes; the pastor goes into the homes and visits the sick; the pastor does all of these things, and we pay him to do it. We cheer him on, and we encourage him, and if he’s not doing the job, we fire him and we hire somebody who will do the job. Basically, we’re spectators while the pastor or the pastors-depending on how big the church is-do the work in the ministry. It’s kind of like watching the football game: 60,000 people who desperately need to exercise watching 22 men who desperately need rest. It’s a spectator sport. Christianity is not meant to be a spectator sport. The church is not meant to be a place of spectators. It’s meant to be a place of ministers. 
The Apostle Paul, in the Book of Ephesians 4:11 (page 1158 of pew Bibles), talked about the fact that the Holy Spirit gives gifts to the church. Those gifts are in the form of people. He says, “…some are apostles; some are prophets; some are evangelists, and some are pastors and teachers…” 

Why are they here? Why did God give them to the Body of Christ? It says, “…to prepare God’s people” that’s you, for what? “…for works of service that the Body of Christ may be built up until 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.”

When you enter into this aspect of ministry, you become more like Christ. You grow, and you become mature. You start to understand what it’s about. The church is the place where I and the other ministers equip you to be ministers. That’s what it’s about. You are called by God to be a minister. You’re called to do works of service. You are called to be servants. 

The church is the place where you come when you’ve been serving, and you’re tired. You can get that shot in the arm, get that encouragement. You need instruction; you can get that instruction. You need correction; you can get that correction. You need a place to rest; you can get that rest. That’s what we are. We’re not about being spectators. 
My wife and I have the parenting philosophy that one of the things we wanted to do was give our children opportunities to see our country. We wanted to do the Disneyworld vacation, and we did do that, but we also wanted to do trips where our children were learning about our great nation and about our history. So, we’ve taken many such vacations. 

In fact, my daughter was in class when the teacher said, “Here’s the Liberty Bell.” Every time they’d show something, she’d say, “Oh, I’ve been there. I’ve seen that.” Finally, they asked her, “Well, Lindsey, is there any place you haven’t been?” because we’ve been around. One of the trips I wanted to take was to New York City. We booked our flight in the year 2001. We were supposed to go to the Macy’s Parade and Broadway and see some of the historic sites. When the terrorist attack came, I was leaning strongly towards canceling the flight and thought we’d just do something else. Do you remember the paranoia that existed? It was at an alert at that time because you were afraid of your plane being next. Certainly, New York City is a target for terrorists. So I thought what if while we were there at the parade or in the Empire State Building, terrorists came and attacked again? What if they have a bomb this time? What if they high jacked our plane? These are very real fears, and maybe they diminish a little bit each year, but they’re still actually very strong in the minds and hearts of most Americans. That’s a good thing; we should be on the alert.

We decided we would keep our flight. We would go on vacation to New York. We had one of our most enjoyable family vacations there. We saw the parade, we went to Broadway and saw Beauty and the Beast, and did some fun things. Now, we were going to take care of the educational part of our trip. We decided we would go to Ground Zero. This is now the Thanksgiving after 9-11. This was over two months past the 9-11 events, yet it is still smoking. Every 15 minutes, they still had to use their hoses and spray water at various points of the wreckage. The day we went there was the first day that the grounds were open for the public to view. Prior to that, it had been barricaded off. This particular day, the day after Thanksgiving, you were allowed to go right up to the edge of that block. There was still a barrier, a perimeter, around it. Sometimes it was plywood; sometimes it was fencing; sometimes it was big plastic sheets. We could peek around and see the devastation. It looked like a bomb had gone off. It was so strange, so surreal, to see the largest city in America looking like a battleground. Smelling that and seeing the workers working… Right there at Ground Zero, right adjacent near Wall Street, near all of this action, there stands a church. The church is called St. Paul’s Chapel. It’s an arm of the Trinity Church which was the church featured in the movie National Treasure, if you’ve seen that with Nicolas Cage. It’s a very historic church. This church was established in 1766; so before Washington was sworn in as our first President, this church was there. It’s the oldest, continuously-operated public facility in New York. In fact, this was George Washington’s church. We didn’t get to go in it, but it showed the pew where Washington used to sit. It shows where Jefferson used to sit; here’s where Hamilton is buried. It was the church where George Washington did his first inaugural address. It’s a very historic building. 
It had been transformed into something quite different after the events of 9-11. This church is amazing for not only its history but also because of its survivability. The great fire of the Revolutionary War that wiped out much of Manhattan did not affect this little chapel. The falling of the Towers in its backyard [did not affect this church]. The only thing that happened to St. Paul’s Chapel was it suffered a broken window.  The pastor thought, looking at the buildings destroyed all around it, it would be down to the ground. It only had one broken pane and glass in the entire building. There was one hurting sycamore tree though. That [tree] absorbed the brunt of the debris. There stood the church. For 24 hours a day, week after week, month after month, St. Paul’s Chapel was open as a place to minister to the ministers. Firefighters were working around the clock; policemen were working around the clock; medical workers working around the clock; and can you imagine the toll it takes not only on your body, but on your spirit and on your emotions. You’re cleaning up not only debris, but every so often as you were clearing debris, you would encounter a victim of 9-11. You would encounter remains; you would encounter body parts. Can you imagine the toll that would take on those people? 

So when they were hungry, when they were just too tired or exhausted, or when their spirits were crushed, they would leave the worksite and would go into St. Paul’s Church. They would lie down on the pews. They would have a hot meal. There were massage therapists there to massage aching joints. There were counselors there to listen to them as they talked about their grief, their depression. They’d lost friends in that building; they’d lost coworkers in that building. Ministers were there and would pray to them. After they spent a period of time there, after they’d had a nice hot meal, they would walk back out the church through the barrier and into the worksite to continue on with their good work. 

Friends, that is the church. That’s what the church is supposed to be. We are designed to minister to the ministers. You are called to minister, so you minister. When you minister, you get tired. [When] you come here, we give you a good meal. We encourage you in the Word of God. We remind you of why you’re in the fight. Then you go back into your world, and you serve. 

If you’re on the front lines, and some of you are on the front lines of ministry, you get tired. You need rest sometimes. They would gather in that building, and they’d talk together about what they were going through and how they were struggling. They’d encourage one another too, and then they’d go back out. That’s what the church does. That’s what happens in our small groups, in our support groups, in our friendships. We encourage one another. Then we go back out into the world, and we serve the Lord because being a servant is tiresome work.

If you’re listening to me this morning, and you’re saying, “Well, I don’t feel tired. I don’t feel burned out. I don’t ever feel discouraged,” my question to you is, “Are you engaged in the things Christ called you to be engaged in? Are you involved in service at the level that God has called you to serve?”
Maybe you need to be challenged this morning to understand what it means to be a champion for God and a hero for God. Maybe you need to be determined to make some changes in your personal life because it’s overwhelming when you see the needs in our community, when you see the needs in the world. You say, “I can’t help everyone,” so [in turn] we help no one. 
Say, like that little boy, “I can help this one,” or like that woman, “I can help this person.” 
I want us to watch a media right now on one of the greatest people who lived. She walked our world. Listen as Dan Rather describes the ministry of Mother Teresa. (You can preview a clip at this site: http://www.screenvue.com/Pages/Scene%20Preview.aspx?scene={291F351E-D148-499F-AC13-04FFE728156D} Let’s watch.

That quote reminds me of the doctor at the leprosarium when we were in the Dominican Republic. I had an opportunity to lay my hands on him as our group prayed for him. He talked about ministering to the lepers. He said, “When I see them, I look at the face of Christ. I will die here, serving Christ by ministering to these people who so desperately need love.”

So it’s an overwhelming feeling sometimes. I don’t want you to leave overwhelmed this morning. I want you to leave either with a plan of action, to begin a plan of action, or to be encouraged in the plan of action you’re already in. 

When I was 18 years old, that’s when I began to be serious about my faith. I had a job, and the Lord began to impress upon me. I just want to talk about some practical things we can do [to serve].

The Lord began to impress upon me to help the poor. At age 18, I began to sponsor a child in Haiti named Dominique Gilberet. Every month at that time, the sponsorship was $18, and I would send him $18. I watched him grow up from the age of 9 all the way through, I think, the age of 21. [We received] the letters about how much our support meant to him. Every month, we’d get letters from a little girl in Tanzania and a little boy in Peru that would tell about how much our family support meant to them. We’re heroes to them because our gifts enable them to go to school and to receive medical attention, to have food. You can do that. You could sponsor a child. 

You can become engaged in ministries here at the church. One of the ministries I’m excited about-we go into nursing homes-is coming up in the near future. Many churches in Janesville are linking arms. It started at St. John Vianney on Christmas Eve. Then it went to Roxbury Road. Eventually, it will come here. It’s a ministry to the homeless men. We have a homeless shelter in town for women and families. I’ve spent many a night there ministering with those folks and volunteering out there. That’s a very worthwhile ministry, but [single] men aren’t allowed to stay there. So where do the homeless men go? Well, churches are opening up, and this ministry will be starting in the spring. That might be something you’ll want to help out with. For one week, they will be staying here. They get here between 7-10 PM, and they have to leave by 8 AM. We will provide a meal for them when they get here, breakfast when they leave, [and send them off with] a sack lunch. Two people from our church will stay all night with them. Wal-Mart provides the beds. We provide the shelter. They’ll probably be staying in the new section of our building for that week. You could help with that ministry.

[There are other] ministries such as Echo, the Salvation Army, and buying groceries to put in those bins as you come into our church. When we are go on our missions trip, which is only a year and a half away, that will involve humanitarian assistance as well. There are trips people take as individuals. Brandt Uppencamp returned recently from visiting his sponsor child.
Take initiative. Volunteer and say, “You know what? I can contribute in some way.”

I want to close our service with prayer. I want to pray for those of us who need to have direction. We say, “I know I can do more. I know I can use my gifts to serve Christ. Maybe I’ve seen today-there’s been an awakening-just how important this is to Jesus. Maybe I have been so self-absorbed and so consumed with myself, I have not thought about how blessed I am and how important it is to serve humanity, so I want to do more.”  You need direction. I also would like to pray for those who already are engaged in ministry. There are some times you just need rest. I think of my wife as she comes home every Sunday from ministering in Monterey. Sometimes she’s discouraged, and she just needs me to encourage her. Sometimes she’s tired, and she just needs to rest. We can pray for you for God to give you that strength.

Let’s stand together. I’m going to ask if there are those this morning who would respond to a possible ministry. You say, “You know, I can do more. I should be doing more, but I’m just not sure what it is I should be doing.” I’m going to ask you to come forward. Our team is going to be playing a song here. I just want you to come forward and stand right here. In a few moments, we’re going to pray for you. Nothing weird is going to happen. We’re just going to pray a prayer of dedication for you. If you’re here this morning, and you say, “I just need an encouragement. I need God to strengthen me because I’m a little tired or a little discouraged,” I’d like you to come too. Those of you who remain in your seats, understand that those who come forward aren’t more spiritual than you. We’re not saying that. Feel free to just stay in your seats. We want to pray a special prayer of dedication to the ministers who need ministering to and for those of us who are just seeking God’s purpose in a greater dimension than regards to servanthood. As this song is played, would you come forward if you need that special prayer?
