Sermon Series: Visioneering
Message: Find Us Faithful
Text: Genesis 12-25

It’s so important to be looking ahead in life. Most of us do that in many ways. Some of us think about what we will do tomorrow; others think of next week, or next month. But one of the things that keeps most people going is when they know they have a sense of purpose – when they are contributing to something that is greater than themselves – something that will outlast and outlive them. One of the things I’ve discovered is that if people don’t have vision, something to shoot for, something that is bigger than them, that will outlive and outlast them, they get cranky … they get self-centered … they get protective of their “turf” … and they begin to die. Prov. 29:18: Where there is no vision, the people perish. 

That is true of people as well as organizations. That is true of businesses … and that is a principle that is also true of the church. The world is littered with places that once had churches that were alive and vibrant … and now those churches are gone. Those that have studied them have concluded that there was a loss of vision, direction and purpose. 

Andy Stanley has written a book called Visioneering. With that term, he suggests that there must not only be a vision to shoot for, but the willingness and tenacity to implement it. God’s vision has always been to reconnect with every person through Jesus Christ. But the cross and the empty tomb are a vivid reminder of the extent God went to in order to fulfill that vision: the sacrificial death of His own Son, and subsequent resurrection from the dead. 

God gives every church a vision too. He calls everyone who belongs to Him to love Him, and love others.  But He also calls us to impact the world with that love. The question is, Why is that so important? And How do we need to go about doing that?  Today we begin our two weeks where we talk about our direction and vision as a church. We want to answer those questions for you as best we can. More than anything, we want to be faithful to God in doing what He has called us to do, and respond to Him. After all, this is His church; we are His people. And if we want to enjoy His blessings, we need to be faithful to His specific call for us at Mechanicsville Church of Christ. We don’t want to become one of those places that used to have a vibrant ministry, but are now gone for lack of vision. 
As I was praying about how to share these thoughts with you over this week and next, I was drawn to the life of a man in the OT by the name of Abram, later called Abraham. In the book of Genesis, the first book of the Bible, Abraham is never mentioned until the end of chapter 11. His dad’s name was Terah. He lived in a place called Ur. And he married a lady by the name of Sarai. You can almost picture an ordinary guy doing what guys back then did – raising livestock, gathering his own next egg for retirement, planning on living comfortably in this place he called home… but God had something far different in mind for Abraham. Gen 12:1: The LORD had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you. I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you." God had a vision for Abraham. He said, Go to a place I will show you. Not very specific … God said simply, Follow me. And this ordinary guy did something extraordinary: he trusted what God said. He believed the promises God made, and he packed up his family and left! He left extended family and security behind -- not necessarily popular or socially acceptable behaviors in that culture -- and went through unbelievable change! To make things even more significant, Abraham was past retirement age. The Bible says he was 75 years old when he began to follow the vision God had for him. He traveled into unfamiliar territory and did some things that undoubtedly were uncomfortable to him. To make matters even more significant, look at the promises God gave this man: I will make you into a great nation … even though he had no children. I will make your name great … even though he was an ordinary person. All the peoples on the earth will be blessed through you, both present and future … even though Abraham had no real idea what that would mean. But here’s the bottom line: Abraham believed that God was going to fulfill those promises He gave. 
On this side of History, we can see how God fulfilled His promises in Abraham: the Bible teaches that through Abraham came the nation of Israel, through whom God brought Jesus Christ, His one and only Son. But Abraham wasn’t just the father of the Jewish people; he was the original ancestor of the Arab and Palestinian people as well! And for those of us who don’t share anything in common with those backgrounds, we are considered by God to be children of Abraham if we live by faith as he did! But here’s the key: the blessing to everyone, and every nation is through Jesus Christ, who came to redeem and save everyone who would place their trust in Him! Gal. 3:7-9: Understand, then, that those who believe are children of Abraham. The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: "All nations will be blessed through you." So those who have faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. Abraham didn’t just believe in God; he acted on that belief. That’s what faith really is! 
We, like Abraham and countless others in the pages of the Bible, are called to live by faith. For us, it translates into a simple vision statement: We want to Love God, Love People, and Impact the World. As we shared this vision with our leadership team at our annual retreat in January, we stated that the way we believe God wants us to impact our world is to reach out to families with children.  Think about it: we live in an area that has so many families with children of all ages. Part of that is due to the fact that Mechanicsville is a good place to raise a family; part of it is due to the excellent school system in our county. But drive around on a Sunday, when services are taking place in every church building in this area, and the largest percentage of those not in church are families with children! We can reason, Well that’s their choice … but that’s what so many others have done. And so many face the prospect of a Christless eternity because they haven’t been asked, approached, invited, and cared for according to their needs. So many have never even heard that they even need Christ, or why the church is so vital for them and their kids. We need to let them know why!  
I think that any time we say that we are going to focus on something, the question immediately comes up, Does that mean that my age group/my interests are going to be ignored? I want to be clear: EVERYONE is wanted in the church of Jesus Christ – this place is no exception. What this means is that we will all work together to impact our world, as we worship and love God and love one another. But make no mistake: we will be focusing on the needs of others, not our own. Together with our varied backgrounds and needs, we will focus on reaching this most neglected segment of our population: families with children. The way we find healing and help with our own struggles is when we focus on those God places before us to reach and love. Francis of Assisi: It is in giving that we receive!
Why do we need to do this? At least 3 reasons: 

1. God’s church is always dynamic, and never static. So often, we want things to be comfortable in the church; we don’t want to rock the boat. We want it to be so we can come in, enjoy our time here and get out. Maybe that’s why most Christians never really grow in their faith. When we operate in a way that is opposite to what God intended, we miss out on what he has to offer. Read the book of Acts, the epistles, and even church history, and you will find that the church of God has always been dynamic. In Acts, it began with 3000, grew to 5,000, multiplied in Jerusalem, and then scattered all over the world. As it scattered, the message was proclaimed in different settings in many different ways. There’s a little ditty I have learned over the years that goes like this: Methods are many, principles are few. Methods always change; principles never do. Churches and missionaries that have adapted to their culture and sought to share the timeless truth of Jesus Christ in a way that relates to the needs of the people they have sought to reach have been effective in spreading the good news in that place. And because of that, the impact of the church has been felt for 2 millennia in so many ways – because people were willing to go where God wants, and do what He calls for. When it has teetered on being static, God has warned people to reignite their spiritual passion for Him. This church has averaged 250 on numerous occasions in 50 years, but then retreated back into the 175-200 range. Sometimes, problems have cropped up that have sabotaged any forward progress. Why? We could list many reasons … but I think it’s because we are afraid of what might happen if we get much bigger. We might lose control; we might not be able to do what we are comfortable with; we might not have as much influence and power as we once did. The preacher might not visit me! We might not be able to sit in our seat! I might see my church go through changes that I just don’t like!  Can we say it again? It’s not about me! It’s not about you! We are OK with what we are comfortable with. But that can spell death for any church. Harry Swain is 89 years young. He will be preaching for us in a couple of weeks. A retired preacher, he fulfills the saying that old preachers never retire; they just go out to pastor. When Pam and I were enjoying lunch with him recently, he was sharing about the visits and contacts he was making… I love that! Harry models the polar opposite of the truth that we see so often: the moment we stop, the moment we get static … we die. That is true for the church as well as for any person.
2. God wants to bless us … but we have to trust. I can imagine that there are going to be a lot of people talking about what we have shared today... and wondering about what more will be talked about next week. Can we do this? What will be asked of us? What will it cost? The question we need to ask is, Is this what God wants for MCC? Is there anything that opposes Scripture in the vision we have just presented to Love God, Love People and Impact the World by reaching future generations? Just as God blessed Abraham for trusting by obeying Him, even when the man had no clue where he was going or what the outcome would be, we need to be willing to do the same if we hope to see God’s blessing on what we do! I am not suggesting we be foolish or stupid; I am saying that we need to be faithful in a few things, so the Master can put us in charge of many things, and we can share in His joy! (Matthew 25) This is going to take a whole lot of faith: faith that God will take care of me as I care for others … faith that He will provide what we need to carry out life-changing ministry to people … faith that the changes that come, no matter how difficult, will lead us to what is better … faith that our leaders are prayerfully seeking God in all the decisions that are made. …   
3. The changeless message of Jesus Christ must reach future generations.2 Tim 2:2: These things entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach others also. At the Southeast Leadership Conference last October, Dave Stone told of the time a relative died and he and his family went to the funeral. It took place in a country church that had a cemetery right next to it, so after the funeral, they went to the cemetery next door for the committal service, then back to the church for a family funeral dinner. At the time, Dave’s second child was an infant, and they needed a high chair for the baby --- but there was none in the fellowship hall. Dave went to the lady who was in charge and asked if there was a high chair for Sam. The woman thought for a minute and then with a flash in her eyes, said, Follow me. She led Dave down a labyrinth of hallways to a room that had been converted into a storage area. She pointed to a high chair in the back of the room and said, If you can get it, it’s yours. Dave climbed over furniture and puppets and a host of other things, retrieved the high chair, and handed it over to the lady. As she was cleaning the chair with a damp rag, she said, You know, it’s been an awfully long time since we’ve had little ones around here. And as she said that, Dave realized that the cemetery had moved into the church! And then he added these words: Where there is no concern for tomorrow’s church, there is very little power for today’s church.
(Point to tombstone on stage) I don’t want to see a cemetery move into this fellowship … We have people to reach and love as God has loved us. (Point to high chair on stage) We have new life that needs to be offered, nurtured, developed and challenged. I want this church to be a place of change, challenge and growth for young people like my sons and your children … your grandchildren, mine, and others like them … We want this church to be a place that they want to come to, not that they attend because they have to, or to keep the peace. They come because Jesus is communicated to them in their terms, and with methods they can relate to, so they will grow to love our Lord more and more, but also discover that He has loved them first.  I ask you to join me in everything we can to reach future generations with the Love of Christ.  You ask, How are we going to do that? Come back next week, and you’ll find out.
