Hammonton, July 19, 2009


High and Low Places

I Corinthians 3:9-23

The High Places (2-3)
Anyone who has seen the pyramids of Egypt or those built by the Incas and Mayas in South America can attest to the fact that they were built to last. Millenniums of inclement weather and lack of care have perhaps scratched their surfaces, but these structures still stand as monuments to human creativity.

Men have always been fascinated with high places. Castles were usually built on mountaintops. Many high places held religious significance. The men of Babylon determined to build a tower which would reach into heaven, but their work was foiled (Gen. 11:8 "left off" - interrupted - to be continued later?) through God’s intervention. Nebuchadnezzar built a huge image of himself. Ancient civilizations built ziggurats. Native Americans built mounds. Apostate Jews built groves and altars in high places to worship strange gods. Mosques have minarets and churches are adorned with steeples. The shrines of materialism are exemplified in skyscrapers. Hosea 4:13 and other prophets report that Israel built altars in many high places. 

The Lowly Church (4)

Jesus said that he would build HIS church. He doesn't build as men build, but his church is totally different. It is not made of wood, hay and stubble, nor is it made of stone, silver and gold. It is blood-bought sinners who compose the earthly body of Christ. His church has no hierarchy, just humble servants. In the New Testament, Christians met in homes - often with flat rooftops. They broke bread from house to house. They gathered by the sea or down by the riverside (Acts 16:13). They were baptized by total immersion in water. They knelt or laid prostrate on the ground to pray or worship God. When Christians are persecuted, they go underground. We are familiar with the catacombs of Rome, but they also met in underground graveyards (Salzburg) and built underground cities (Turkey). Under Communism the underground church thrived. In Chine, Christians meet in simple house churches.

Christians are Vulnerable and Expendable (5) 

Christians are not only hated, but they make easy targets. They have been persecuted and martyred for two millenniums and even today, millions around the world are suffering for their faith in Christ. Most early Anabaptists, Mennonites, Hutterites and Amish were pacifists. 

In 2002, we visited numerous biblical sites in Turkey (called Asia in the New Testament), including the seven churches Christ addressed in Revelation two and three.

Thousands of tourists a day visit the extensive ruins of Ephesus. One can view the  magnificent, well-preserved library and equally impressive theatre which seats 24,000. This is where the silversmith Demetrias and his colleagues gathered a mob demanding the Apostle Paul’s death. But there isn't a trace of the early church in that great city. 

One can visit the ruins of an early Christian church built several centuries later and dedicated to Mary. Tradition says that after the crucifixion, the beloved Apostle John brought the mother of Jesus to live with him in Ephesus. A large plaque fastened to the remains of a wall tells visitors that Pope Paul VI was here on July 26, 1967 and he pronounced it a holy place of pilgrimage. A few feet away, one can inspect a large eight-sided baptistery, obviously designed for the immersion of adults!

Laodicea lies in ruins, but one can recognize the remains of two large theatres, a stadium and portions of an aqueduct. The wealth of the city at the time of John’s writing must have been mind-boggling! The accusation of the Lord that Laodicea was “neither hot nor cold, but only lukewarm” takes on new meaning when one inspects what is left of the city’s sophisticated water distribution system. By the time water from the hot springs of Hierapolis reached this city, it was not only lukewarm, but full of harmful bacteria and unfit for bathing, let alone drinking! Not a single trace of Christianity can be found in Laodicea.

There is a tiny excavation plot in the center of Thyratira (now called Akhisr) and only three pillars of a Christian basilica from the 6th century remain in Philadelphia. A few columns from a heathen temple can be seen in Smyrna, now the seaport city of Izmir, but there is not a trace of the Christian church. Sardis and Pergamon are also ruins with many heathen temples and even a Jewish synagogue, but no trace of Christianity.

In fact, all the once thriving Christian churches in Asia Minor are gone. Sheep graze on a grass-covered hill where Colossae once stood. A badly deformed sign riddled by gunshot points visitors to the place made famous by Paul’s letter to the Colossians. Antioch in Pisidia, Miletus, Lystra, Galatia and other places share similar fates. 

A person might be tempted to ask what Jesus meant, when he said that the very “gates of hell” can not prevail against his church" (Matthew 16:18). 

Indestructible Church (6)

The answer is quite apparent to any serious student of the Bible. The buildings have been destroyed, but not one of those individuals who placed their trust in Jesus was lost! And the church thrives today in spite of millenniums of persecution.

Jesus placed little value on physical structures. A scribe once said that he wanted to become one of Jesus’ disciples. Jesus replied by saying that foxes live in dens, birds have nests but he had no place to lay his head. The scribe decided that this was not his kind of life. Jesus was a carpenter, but he never used the trade to build church buildings. When the disciples stood in awe of the magnificent architecture of the temple which the godless King Herod had built for the Jews (more for his own glorification than God’s), Jesus shocked them with his response. “Not one stone will remain on top of another!” That was fulfilled when Titus destroyed Jerusalem. 

On the other hand, Jesus said in John 2:19, "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up." He spoke of his own body. The same is true of the body of Christ. Men can destroy our bodies, but there is a resurrection! They can kill Christians but not the church! 

It's All About People, not Buildings or Things (7)

The church Jesus founded is made up of people. This is very clear for our text (I Cor. 3:9-23). 

(8)  Verse 9 "laborers together with God" co-laborers in the construction process; Paul says we are tools in God's hands (Romans 6:13) and Peter says we are “living stones” used to build the church (I Peter 2:5). We are "God's husbandry" (farm); "God's building" (also I Cor. 3:16 and 6:19 "our body is the temple of the Holy Ghost").  

Verses 10-11 Paul compares himself with a wise master builder (not just a laborer) who lays a proper foundation. Paul says that Jesus is the foundation that Paul laid down.

Verses 12-15 Others also build on that foundation. Some build with poor materials and others with quality materials. Not just the materials are important but also the quality of workmanship. (Bible School)

(9) Verses 16-17 I already mentioned v. 16 above. In v.16 Paul gives a warning to any who would dare defile (harm, spoil) the temple of God (Christians). This refers to those who persecute Christians.

Verse 18-20 Wisdom and foolishness. These verses have confused many Christians for centuries. Is wisdom inferior to foolishness? What Paul is teaching here is the cornerstone of education, science and faith. The moment a person thinks he knows it all, he ceases to learn. As soon as a scientist stops testing his discoveries, he ceases to be a scientist. Anyone who says, "I have my religion" slams the door on the truth. The key to knowledge, science and faith is our willingness to be corrected.  

Verses 21-23 Here we have a warning and a wonderful truth. Paul warns us not to glory or boast in human accomplishments or possessions. All things are ours, we are Christ's and Christ is God's. It' all about people, not things! People, not buildings! 

Those of us who believe and are redeemed by his blood ARE the church. 

A Living Organism, Not a Program (10)

I once attended a conference for mission leaders and the speaker was emphasizing the importance of concentrating on urban centers in planting churches. Because widely recognized missiologists stress this and claim that it is a tried and proven mission strategy, missions assume that this is the proper way to go. In his lecture, the speaker even stated that the New Testament teaches this principle. He claimed that the Apostle Paul only sought to reach large urban centers. 

In a discussion group following the seminar, I caused an uproar by suggesting that some mission concepts and strategies are non-scriptural (have no scriptural basis) and a few may be un-scriptural (contrary to scripture). I explained that I saw nothing wrong with someone concentrating on urban areas if God should lead, but felt that making it mission policy for all workers was going too far. I showed numerous Bible verses that refuted the speaker's contentions about Paul and showed that Jesus didn't seem to differentiate between urban, suburban and rural areas.

Some "missiologists" use cliché phrases because it impresses people and it's difficult to contest. Words like “missions” and “church planting” because they are not found in the Bible. We can define the terms at will. Missiologists are quite imaginative in developing and defining new concepts. A “mission strategy” may include words such as contextualization, syncretism, paradigms, C-5 continuum, conceptualization, cross-cultural relationships, and people movements, all terms that are not found in the Bible. 

I have no problem when professionals talk to their colleagues in a language that I don't understand. Nor does it bother me if a surgeon uses strange words when telling me what he did to my inner organs. I can always ask questions or check the encyclopedia.

What I do protest is treating human concepts as if they were the inspired and infallible Word of God. Whether long-held traditions or brand new concepts, we need to constantly guard against equating them with God's Word.  

New Wine and Old Bottles (11) 

Most Austrians are Roman Catholic. About 80-90% of that which Catholics call their religion or faith is simply tradition. Much of what we call evangelical Christianity is also mere tradition, especially the non-human aspects like buildings, strategy, activities and the church constitution. The same is true in missions. The "RR of PP"

There is little difference between the “That’s the way we've always done it” and the “This is how it’s done today” mentalities. True Christians have always been evangelistic and innovative, and true Christians have always developed or kept certain traditions. There is nothing wrong with old-fashioned things, nor is there anything wrong with trying new things, like state-of-the art technology. All have their place, but they dare not distract from the true (biological) church for which Jesus died and which we are hopefully building. 

Building the Church (12)

Conventional Missions (13-15)
Compare the “pyramid approach” to the “tower method” (16-22)
· Pyramid needs a broad foundation (evangelism). Include new national Christians in the process of leading others of their culture to Christ and building “their” church 

· Rather than aiming for completion (“concluding or perfecting” - American Heritage Dictionary), we aim for completeness (“having all necessary or normal components”). Not the size, but content is important (see below). 

· Using the “tower method” a missionary seeks to lead people to Christ and build the church to completion as fast as possible, so he can leave. 

· The “pyramid can attain completeness rapidly and continue growing healthily and become strong after the missionary departs.

· Content: Word, Prayer, Trust/Faith (divine serendipity) and Power of God working in, through and in spite of us. Working as a team, many aspects can be carried out simultaneously, from pre-evangelism to leadership training. The way for in-depth discipleship and leadership training can be prepared even before the first conversions. 
Missions in the last days (23)

Revelation 3:11 and 3 times in chapter 22!: Behold I come quickly!

Luke 14:21b-23 Go out quickly into the streets and lanes of the city, and bring in here the poor and the maimed and the lame and the blind.’  And the servant said, ‘Master, it is done as you commanded, and still there is room.’ Then the master said to the servant, ‘Go out into the highways and hedges, and compel them to come in, that my house may be filled.

